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ABSTRACT 
Municipalities face community activists because of poor service delivery, poor 
communication and accountability, which results in weak relationships with these 
communities. In turn, this poses a reputation risk for municipalities. Therefore, this 
research explores how community activism affects the reputation of municipalities by 
investigating how community activism is enacted in response to failures in municipal 
service delivery; exploring how activist communities affected by service delivery issues 
pose municipal reputation risk and studying how municipalities can mitigate this risk. 
To explore the impact of community activism on reputation; the conceptual framework 
composing of community activism, reputation risk and reputation risk mitigation, as 
well as the theoretical framework consisting of stakeholder and situational crisis 
communication theories and the impressional approach to reputation, were studied 
through a literature review. Data was gathered using semi-structured interviews with 
communicators from selected Northern Cape municipalities and thematically analysed 
using Braun’s six-phase framework.  
The study revealed that the use of complaints shared through letters, or 
memorandums, complaints or suggestion boxes or media; protests, marches, denial 
of access to public facilities, vandalism and rates withholding comprised some of the 
ordinary means of community activism within selected municipalities. Visual activism 
is rare in the province, while communities having private meetings with municipal 
leaders seems unique to the Northern Cape. The reputation risk posed by these forms 
of activism enactment includes loss of integrity for the municipality and its leadership 
as perceived by local communities and other stakeholders and further perceptions that 
the municipality is failing to deliver services.  Municipalities could mitigate this 
reputation risk through several tactics that this study suggests, and it further 
recommends that future researchers test these tactics.  
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Chapter One: Introduction to the study 
 
1.1. Introduction  
 
This chapter provides explanations of the research problem as well as the aim, 
questions, methodology, conceptual and theoretical framework of this study.  The 
aspects that the researcher considered to enhance the trustworthiness of this study 
are also mentioned herein.  Also, a summary of the literature the researcher reviewed 
prior to conducting the study is shared with readers.  Lastly, this chapter provides an 
outline of this study as seen in the next few pages. 
 
1.2. Research Problem 
 
According to GCIS (2018 & 2014) Northern Cape communities have negative 
perceptions about municipalities in the province. These negative perceptions have 
undermined the reputation of municipalities in the province yet, some of the drivers of 
these perceptions, such as certain service delivery issues, (which are also triggers of 
stakeholder activism), are unfounded or beyond the authority of local government 
(SALGA, 2015; Jain & Karamoko, 2011). Genuine concerns for stakeholder activism 
are acknowledged in government documents. The Department of Cooperative 
Governance and Traditional Affairs mentions genuine concerns such as water, 
housing, corruption, poor financial management, poor service delivery records, and 
negative audit outcomes (SALGA, 2015) as the foundations upon which stakeholder 
activism is sometimes based; and which damage the reputation of municipalities. 
Additionally, Maleho (2016: 65) states fraud, poor communication (Vass, 2018 and 
SAnews.gov.za, 2018) and weak accountability relationships with communities, as 
well as intra and inter political party issues as drivers of stakeholder activism. 
Borrowing from the Municipal Systems Act 32 of 2000 (Van Rooyen, 2003) which 
refers to key stakeholders of municipalities as communities, this study will focus on 
community, rather than the more general stakeholder activism. In the context of the 
above, the problem is that there is limited understanding of the effect of community 
activism on the reputation of municipalities, which includes the avenues communities 
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use to display their dissatisfaction. Understanding ways in which this may be 
addressed is needed. 
 
Therefore, the research question that guides this research is:  How is municipal 
reputation affected by community activism related to municipal service delivery in 
selected municipalities? Next, a review of literature on the topic was conducted to 
determine what prior research has been done in this area and whether this question 
was never asked nor answered.  The closest studies available concentrate on the 
impact of shareholder activism in South Africa (Kabi, 2015) and stakeholders’ 
perceptions of one municipality in the Free State province (Maleho, 2016). Neither 
study includes the impact of community activism on the reputation of municipalities 
nor suggests how stakeholder activist risk to municipal reputation can be mitigated. 
 
In order to answer the question above, the following sub-questions will guide this 
study:  
1. How is community activism enacted to respond to failures in municipal  
          service delivery?  
2. How do activist communities affected by service delivery issues pose 
municipal reputation risk? 
3. How can municipalities mitigate the reputation risk posed by activist 
communities that are affected by service delivery issues? 
 
To address the overall research question and sub questions the aim and objectives 
discussed below were set. 
 
1.3. Research aim and objectives 
 
The aim and objectives of this study are as follows: 
 
1.3.1 Research aim 
 
To explore how municipal reputation is affected by community activism related to 
municipal service delivery in selected municipalities. 
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1.3.2 Research objectives 
 
• To investigate how community activism is enacted to respond to failures in 
municipal service delivery.  
• To explore how activist communities affected by service delivery issues pose 
municipal reputation risk. 
• To study how municipalities can mitigate the reputation risk posed by activist  
communities that are affected by service delivery issues.  
 
This study therefore explores community activism in the wake of service delivery 
failures as well as the risk it poses to municipal reputation and recommends mitigation 
strategies for municipal reputation risk.  The explored aspects are explained briefly 
through the summary of preliminary literature review provided below. 
 
1.4. Summary of preliminary literature review 
 
According to Pratt (2009 cited in Verwey 2017a); organisations operate in a landscape 
that is characterised by stakeholder activism; municipalities operate under similar 
conditions. Consequently, it was instructive for the researcher to analyse what 
stakeholder activism means in this context. In understanding stakeholder activism in 
local municipalities, the term stakeholder should be defined. It refers to “a person or 
group of people, such as shareholders, employees, customers, creditors, suppliers, 
trade unions, government and the community, who have an interest in the operation 
and outcomes of the organisation”, Van Rooyen (2003: 128).  As mentioned earlier, 
for the purposes of this study, only communities will be considered as stakeholders of 
municipalities. 
 
Another important concept in this study is service delivery, which this study assumes 
could be one of the causes of stakeholder activism. Chen, Dean, Frant, and Kumar 
(2014) describes service delivery as “a common phrase in South Africa used to 
describe the distribution of basic resources citizens depend on like water, electricity, 
sanitation, infrastructure, land and housing”. Ayele and May (2011: 8) states that 
municipalities have a legal obligation to provide basic services to their communities in 
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an adequate and timely manner.  Drawing from various authors (Chen et al., 2014; 
Tshiyoyo & Koma, 2011; and Nleya, 2011) the failure of municipalities to deliver those 
services, as well as poor communication of service delivery plans and achievements 
drive community members to voice their dissatisfaction through stakeholder activism.  
Stakeholder activism takes various forms of enactment whereby according to Shapiro 
(2015), stakeholders’ express discontent through anti-branding, amongst other 
avenues. Drawing from various sources (Verwey, 2017; Paulikaite, 2015; Pepley, 
2013; and Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2010) anti-brand enactment includes anti-brand 
groups, movements, discursive storytelling, anti-brand websites, campaigns, petitions 
and protests. Although Bianco (2013) and Dlulisa (2018) argue that there is a 
generalization made by media, academia and politicians that all protests are service 
delivery protests; this study focused specifically on community activism that is 
provoked by dissatisfaction with service delivery and the subsequent reputational risk 
that it poses. 
 
As part of community activism, the facet of anti-branding which seeks to disseminate 
negative impressions about municipalities makes it an activity that is detrimental to 
their reputation. Wenger (2010) claims that South Africa’s protests paint a negative 
picture of the country locally as well as internationally and further create the impression 
that government is failing in terms of its service delivery mandate.  This contributes to 
the creation of a poor reputation, based in some cases on quite subjective perceptions. 
The low number of protests in the Northern Cape and government reports (Stats SA, 
2018; Northern Cape Province 20 year review, 2014; Empowerdex, 2009) indicate 
service delivery achievements yet, on the other hand, sources (NGO Pulse, 2010; 
Spyker in Basson, 2011 and Gumede, 2017) point out that South African municipalities 
are generally known for service delivery failures.  
 
Reputation, for the purposes of this study, is defined based on the inventory of 
definitions for corporate reputation provided by Barnett, Jermier and Lafferty (2006); 
as the opinion, judgement or perceptions stakeholders have about an organisation 
based on how they experience its actions over time. Generally, stakeholders share 
their experiences and communicate their perceptions of institutions with others. This 
communication is not necessarily limited to positive information and indeed, Paulikaite 
(2015) reasons that negative word of mouth distributed within different platforms could 
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be harmful for a brand. Furthermore, Shapiro (2012) specifies that activist groups can 
incite boycotts and leave the reputations of brands tarnished.  Additionally, Mahon 
(2012) cited in Barnett (2006) defines reputation as an estimation of a person or thing. 
Since perception and estimation are not objective or absolute truth, reputation does 
not necessarily reflect the true status of an organisation and could merely be a result 
of the distribution of stakeholder perceptions and opinions.  This suggests that 
community activism can affect reputation some way. 
 
To understand how community activism affects the reputation of municipalities, the 
study reflects on stakeholder theory (Maleho, 2016) and the impressional approach to 
reputation (Chun, 2005). According to Maleho (2016), stakeholder theory recognises 
the significance of stakeholder group mobilisation and collective actions and claims 
which can often express the identity of group members rather than genuine concerns. 
The impressional approach regards reputation as the total impression key 
stakeholders have about an entity and, the relational approach contends that an 
organisation has many reputations since it has various stakeholders with varied 
opinions (van der Merwe 2013).  This means that the actions and expressed opinions 
of stakeholders can affect reputation either in a negative or a positive way depending 
on how municipalities mitigate risks posed to their reputation and even redress the 
reputational damage done. Pekka (2010: 43) mentions that if reputation is lost, 
“competitive positioning, trust and loyalty of stakeholders as well as legitimacy of 
operations and the license to exist” will be affected; thus, it is important that the risk of 
stakeholder activism to the reputation of organisations be mitigated.   
 
Finally, this study explored approaches to mitigate community activism risk on the 
reputation of selected local municipalities. This mitigation approach includes both the 
effective management of reputation as well as image repair if it so happens that 
damage is suffered. A number of authors (Klososky, 2017; Blue Label Telecoms 
Limited, 2015; Verwey & Muir, 2014; McClure, 2013; Pepley, 2013; Archol and Kotler, 
2012; Martin, 2009 and Diermeier 2008) provide tactics that organisations can use to 
monitor and manage reputational risk posed by community activism. These tactics, 
which local municipalities can also make use of to mitigate reputation risk include 
having an effective risk management system in place to help establish potential risks, 
constantly assessing reputation versus reality, gathering intelligence from all 
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stakeholder groups, monitoring the changing beliefs and expectations of stakeholders, 
counteracting negative perceptions with facts to repair damaged image, setting the 
media agenda and acting ethically to maintain a good reputation.  The impressional 
approach to reputation as well as stakeholder theory and situational crisis 
communication theory (Coombs 2013; Holdsworth, 2014) are integrated to develop 
the mitigation approach for reputation risk posed by community activism to be 
suggested at the end of this study.  All of these concepts and theories are discussed 
briefly below. 
 
1.5. Conceptual and theoretical framework 
 
This study is grounded in the field of strategic communication; therefore, it is critical to 
define this term, highlighting its emergence, concepts and theories.  Forces such as 
globalization, digitization, social trends, economic changes, developments in the 
political space, environmental changes and paradigm shifts resulted in the integration 
of traditional communication genres thereby redefining communication (Verwey, 2015 
and Verwey, 2017b). Firstly, these forces have driven communication to move from 
divergence to convergence, management to influence, integration to collaboration, 
corporate social responsibility to accountability, monologue to dialogue and consent 
to conflict. Secondly, they have forced organisations to rethink their communication, 
management tactics and form new collaborations with stakeholders.  Thirdly, they 
have led to a more knowledgeable, demanding and selective society with increased 
expectations of service delivery and added value from products or services and 
communication activities.  Lastly, it is these forces that gave rise to the discipline and 
practice of strategic communication which is defined below, by explaining the evolution 
of the definition of this field.   
 
A group of earlier scholars (Thomas & Stephens, 2015; Verwey, 2015; Holtzhausen 
and Zerfass, 2013; Overton-de Klerk & Verwey, 2013; Falkheimer & Heide; 2014 and 
Tindall & Holtzhauzen, 2012) define strategic communication as the intentional use of 
coordinated communication activities to present and promote an organisation and 
build mutually beneficial relationships to fulfil its mission.  However, this study adopted 
more recent works (Holtzhausen & Zerfass, 2013 in Werder, Nothhaft, Verčič & 
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Zerfass, 2018 and Winkler & Etter, 2018) which define strategic communication as 
“the practice of deliberate and purposive communication that a communication agent 
enacts in the public sphere on behalf of a communication entity to reach set goals”.  
Werder et al (2018) emphasize a few issues about strategic communication. Firstly, 
strategic communication aims to maintain a strong reputation for the communicating 
institution within the public sphere.  Secondly, these entities include government 
entities and activists, as well as both commercial and non-commercial goals. Lastly, 
some of the theoretical approaches that strategic communication draws from a focus 
on stakeholder theory, reputation management and crisis communication.  This study 
then investigated the assumed link between activism and organisational reputation 
within a local government context through describing these strategic communication 
concepts and related theories. 
 
Primarily, this study assumes that municipal reputation is affected by community 
activism related to municipal service delivery in some way. Furthermore, it presumes 
that community activism is enacted to respond to failures in municipal service delivery 
and that activist stakeholders in communities affected by service delivery issues pose 
municipal reputation risk. Lastly, the study presumes that municipalities can mitigate 
the reputation risk posed by activist stakeholders in communities that are affected by 
service delivery issues. The key concepts deduced from these theoretical assumptions 
are stakeholder activism, service delivery and reputation and their operational 
definitions are provided herein.  
 
Stakeholder activism is “where stakeholders are speaking out against what are 
perceived as inequitable practices that threaten their well-being in one way or 
another”; says Shapiro (2012: 55). Stakeholder activism is, therefore, various actions 
that communities engage in to express dissatisfaction with and to municipalities. 
“Service delivery is a common phrase in South Africa used to describe the distribution 
of basic resources citizens depend on”, (Chen et al. 2014). The operational definition 
of service delivery to be used in this study is; the constitutional mandate of 
municipalities to distribute resources to satisfy the basic needs of communities. 
Reputation, based on five (5) categories proposed by Barnett et al. (2006) refers to 
the assessment, judgement, perceptions, representation of actions of organisations, 
which is seen as a resource or asset of an organisation developed over time. 
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Reputation in this study is thus considered to be the total impression that communities 
have about a municipality based on how they experience its actions over time.  
 
To satisfy the assumptions of this study, a three-pronged theoretical framework 
consisting of stakeholder theory, the impressional approach to reputation and 
situational crisis communication theory was used.   What these theories and approach 
posit contributed to the construction of operational definitions and the mitigation 
strategy to reputational risk that is recommended in the last chapter of this study. The 
assumptions of stakeholder theory provided by various authors (Maleho, 2016; 
Rensburg & de Beer, 2011, ; Gomes, 2006; and Freeman, Wicks & Panmar, 2004) 
helped understand service delivery as a key concept and together with situational 
crisis communication theory (Coombs, 2007; Holdsworth, 2014; Coombs, 2008 and 
Coombs, 2013) formed the basis of the mitigation approach explored in this study. The 
main assumptions of the impressional approach to reputation discussed by Chun 
(2005) were used to define reputation and even contributed to the reputational risk 
mitigation tactics.  Since this study is scientific, the research aim and concepts were 
explored using a literature review as well as the research methodology that is 
discussed below. 
 
1.6. Research design, approach, sampling and rigor of study 
 
This study employed an interpretive research paradigm with a qualitative research 
design using a case study approach and semi-structured interviews. From a 
population of the 26 local municipalities in the Northern Cape; a sample of eight (8) 
local municipalities with a collective executive council namely, Tsantsabane, 
Phokwane, Emthanjeni, Nama Khoi, Ga-Segonyana, Gamagara, Joe Morolong and 
Kai Garib, were selected using purposive sampling.  Data was collected through semi-
structured interviews, using an interview guide (Appendix A, p.3) with the researcher 
as the research instrument and communication officials of municipalities as   
participants.  Collected data was then audio-recorded, later transcribed and analysed 
using Braun and Clarke’s six phase framework suggested by Maguire and Delahunt 
(2017).  To ensure the rigour and trustworthiness of the study, as advised by Shenton 
(2004) and Bullips (2014), the researcher ensured credibility, reflexivity, transferability, 
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conformability and authenticity of research findings. These elements of rigour and 
trustworthiness are discussed in chapter four of this study. 
 
 
1.7 Ethical considerations 
 
Foreseeable ethics of the proposed research were considered in consultation with the 
Code of Academic and Research Ethics of the University of Johannesburg. Ethics 
clearance was obtained from the Research Ethics Committee of the University of 
Johannesburg. The ethics number of this study reflected in the letter from the said 
committee is REC-01-00122-2018. Written permission was obtained from SALGA in 
the Northern Cape, as the representative of municipalities to conduct this study.  
 
Furthermore, all participants of interviews were informed in writing (Appendix A, p.2) 
and during interviews, of the purpose of this study and that their contributions would 
be used together with literature, to study how reputation is affected by community 
activism related to service delivery in selected municipalities and how this risk can be 
mitigated. Participants were encouraged to participate voluntarily in the interviews and 
express their willingness to participate. Audio recordings of interview proceedings 
were also done with the permission of participants. Letters from the REC and head of 
SALGA, informed consent forms (Appendix A, p.2) that were signed by participants, 
audio recordings and transcripts confirming voluntary participation are saved and can 
be availed upon request by authorised persons. Responses are kept confidential and 
the identity of participants kept anonymous. Information is securely stored outside the 
workplace of both the researcher and the research participants.   
 
1.8. Conclusion 
 
Negative public opinions about municipal service delivery and subsequent or 
concurrent community activism enactment seem to have affected the reputation of 
Northern Cape municipalities in one way or another. It is therefore interesting to 
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explore how the reputation of these municipalities is affected by community activism 
enacted in the name of service delivery through a five-phased study which includes a 
review of literature, application of research methodology, recording and analysis of 
results as well as recommendation of mitigation tactics.  
 
The next two chapters encapsulate a literature review on services delivered by 
municipalities, community activism, organisational reputation in the wake of service 
delivery related activism as well as the three-pronged theoretical framework of this 
study and mitigation strategies. The three theories which this study entertains are the 
impressional approach to reputation, Stakeholder theory and Situational Crisis 
Communication theory.  Chapter four (4) provides a clear picture of the methodology, 
outlining the process that the researcher followed to investigate the assumption of this 
study.  The findings and results of this investigation and their analysis are presented 
in chapter five (5). The conclusions of this analysis are shared in chapter 6, the final 
chapter, and  include modes of community activism enactment in the eight (8) selected 
Northern Cape municipalities, the reputation risk such activism poses for municipalities 
and how these municipalities mitigate risk.  Recommendations are then provided on 
how selected municipalities can mitigate reputation risk posed by service delivery 
related community activism. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 
2.1. Introduction 
 
Local municipalities are at the coalface of service delivery and the closest to 
communities, thus is likely to be scruitinised and blamed for dissatisfaction with public 
services (Nkomo, 2017; Maserumule, 2016; Mkhabela, 2013 and Thornhill, 2011). 
This scrutiny is sometimes related to factors beyond the scope of local government 
(Karamoko, 2011) such as housing and national or provincial roads. Unfortunately, 
complaints are quite often raised through community activism, which could pose a 
reputational risk for implicated municipalities. 
 
Primarily, this study assumes that community activism related to service delivery 
affects the reputation of municipalities in some way. It further assumes that community 
activism is enacted to respond to failures in municipal service delivery. Also, activist 
communities affected by service delivery issues pose a municipal reputation risk. 
Lastly, municipalities can mitigate the reputation risk posed by community activism 
related to service delivery.  Therefore, the focus of this literature review is on municipal 
service delivery, community activism, reputation and reputation risk mitigation as seen 
in the proceeding chapters.   
 
In terms of service delivery, some authors (Brand 2018; Brand, 2016; Mnguni, 2016; 
Mkhabela, 2013) state clearly that municipalities are failing to deliver “the public 
services that people yearn for and are entitled to”, Mkhabela (2013: 12). Other sources 
(Afrovoice, 2017; Nkomo, 2017; Mnguni, 2016 and Schreiber, 2016) reason that 
perceived service delivery failure is followed by community activism, as a means to 
demand services from government. Research suggests that service delivery related 
activism undermines the reputation of municipalities (Simi, 2016; Paulikaite, 2015; 
Shapiro, 2012: and Parliament proceedings, 2010).  However, it should be 
acknowledged that community activism does happen within the Northern Cape 
province, especially where it embodies the expression of community views (Roefs & 
Atkinson, 2010)). Therefore, an approach to mitigate the reputation risk that 
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community activism poses for municipalities is necessary (Mokaeane, Moloi, Kholeka 
& Oksiutycz-Munyawiri, 2017; Simi, 2016; Mkhabela 2013; Watson & Kitchen, 2010 
and Eccles, Newquist & Schatz, 2007). 
 
Furthermore, this literature review, looks at the reputational risk posed by community 
activism to certain municipalities in the Northern Cape province. Efforts are made in 
this section to contextualise the study by exploring the case of Northern Cape 
municipalities more generally, citing incidents from news reports and social media; 
public perceptions revealed by surveys; publicised service delivery records, as well as 
conversations with local government officials. Most of the reviewed literature is on 
stakeholder activism, but it is still relevant for this study as communities are 
stakeholders of municipalities (Municipal Systems Act 32 of 2000). Stakeholder 
activism involves both pro-branding and anti-branding, but only the latter will be 
discussed because of its applicability to the study at hand. Theoretical frameworks 
discussed include the impressional approach to reputation as well as the stakeholder 
and situational crisis communication theories. This theoretical perspective forms the 
basis of the mitigation approach discussed broadly at the end of this literature review. 
The mitigation approach is later narrowed to suggest a possible way to mitigate the 
reputational risk posed by service delivery related community activism in selected 
Northern Cape municipalities. 
 
2.2. Overview of service delivery at municipality level 
 
Taking from Chen, Dean, Frant and Kumar (2014) and ETU (2018), this study defines 
service delivery as the constitutional mandate of municipalities to distribute resources 
to satisfy the basic needs of communities in order to improve the quality of their lives.  
The South African Constitution states that municipalities have the responsibility to 
ensure that all citizens are provided with services that satisfy their basic needs (ETU, 
2018; SALGA, 2011and Bekink, 2006). The constitution obliges municipalities to 
ensure sustainable provision of these services; prioritise the needs of communities; 
establish mechanisms for users of services to give feedback to the municipality on the 
quality of services received; ensure that users are informed of the pricing, 
measurement, quantity used and rationale thereof; provide accessible effective 
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mechanisms for dealing with queries and complaints and; provide account information 
and accessible pay-points (Nkomo, 2017; Brand, 2016; Mkhabela, 2013 and SALGA, 
2011 ).  
 
Furthermore, Ayele and May (2011) holds that municipalities have a legal obligation 
to provide services in an adequate and timely fashion. Basic municipal services 
include water supply, sewage collection and disposal, refuse removal, parks and 
recreation, street lighting, cemeteries, land management, community services, 
infrastructure, sanitation, electricity, housing, library as well as fire and rescue services 
(Drakenstein Municipality: 2018; Brand, 2018; Nkomo 2017; Stats SA, 2016; The 
Agenda Group, 2016; Govender & Reddy, 2015; Mkhabela, 2013; Burger, 2009 and 
Bekink, 2006). In addition, Mkhabela (2013) and Stats SA (2016) state that if 
municipalities do not provide these services, the health and safety of communities 
would be endangered. The debate on whether South African municipalities are 
succeeding in delivering services is ongoing and in this study, it is discussed by 
contrasting government reports with public perceptions.  
 
According to Nleya (2011), government statistics on ‘service delivery’ since 1994 are 
impressive and have been supported by pro-poor policies such as free basic water 
and electricity. In support of this position, Basson (2011) dismisses accusations of 
service delivery failure in South Africa as groundless and illustrates this through 
improvements registered between 1996 and 2009. The cited improvements include an 
80% increase in housing stock, those using electricity increased by 120% and those 
with piped water by 71% (Basson, 2011).  This data was for the first 13 years of 
democracy and it is during this time that the living standards of South Africans reached 
the highest levels ever despite the general expressions by some political parties and 
communities that service delivery had failed. Also, Denoon-Stevens (2016) provides 
an analysis of South Africa’s Community Survey of 2016 which depicts an 
improvement in service delivery where; 74.4% of households had access to running 
water, 80% to adequate sanitation, 61% received refuse removal services, 90.3% had 
electricity.  Also, Bohler-Muller, Davids, Kanyane, Struwig, Masiya and Nondo (2016) 
confirms that improvement has been seen in the lives of South Africans. Additionally, 
Stats SA (2018) holds that in 2017 there was an increase recorded on the number of 
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households that received municipal services where water and electricity provision both 
increased by 2.1%, solid waste removal by 2.6% and sewage and sanitation by 3.6%. 
 
Contrary to these findings, Basson (2011) shares some of the public commentary 
regarding service delivery which clearly expresses profound dissatisfaction.  To 
communities the quality of services such as housing, matters; and so, does the ability 
to access and use services such as running water and electricity with no interruptions.  
Interruptions are perceived as failures.  “Local government is failing and the lack of 
electricity generation as well as wide-spread illegal connections and non-payment are 
simply unsustainable.  Our country is in a critical state, building houses and supplying 
water does not provide a better future if the country’s water sources are being 
poisoned with human waste, your children come out of school functionally illiterate 
without any hope of getting a job and public health facilities are transformed into third 
world nightmares”, says Basson (2011). “Service delivery, a myth”, adds Spyker in 
Basson (2011).  Additionally, NGO Pulse states that at local level, most municipalities 
fail to deliver basic services as guaranteed in the constitution.  “The state is failing.  
The failure of municipalities to deliver these services causes immense hardship to 
residents”, hails Gumede (2017). Also, Pravin Gordhan in Mkhabela (2013) reasons 
that the increase in service delivery protests is a testimony to the dissatisfaction felt 
with the government. Naude (2010) further adds that the protests which have besieged 
the country in the recent past have been about the failure of municipalities to deliver 
services to millions of people and insinuates that municipalities lack capacity because 
in some areas fields are filled with waste.  
 
However, official reports continue to contradict these negative service delivery claims; 
especially in the Northern Cape province. SALGA (2015) reveals an increase year on 
year, from 2002 to 2014 in service delivery to households in the Northern Cape, yet 
residents rated the province fourth from the bottom of all municipalities nationwide 
(GCIS, 2014).  Nkomo (2017) mentions that a community assessment of local 
government service delivery revealed that between 2006 and 2015, only 37% of South 
Africans indicated that the sector was performing well in terms of providing basic 
services, and in the Northern Cape only 42% of residents felt that their local 
government did well in certain service delivery areas. Ramaphosa (2018), also has a 
very positive opinion of municipal service delivery, specifically referring to South 
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Africa’s status as one of the few countries in the world that have provided over 4.7 
million houses for the poor and its dramatic expansion of electricity, water and 
sanitation in less than 25 years which all constitute an effective local government. “We 
have made remarkable strides in meeting the basic needs of our cities and towns and 
rural areas”, Ramaphosa (2018). 
 
On the other hand, Mothotoane (2018) maintains that service delivery in local 
government is poor, and “not only in South Africa, but across the African continent”. 
Also, Tshiyoyo and Koma (2011) suggest that as much as South Africa strives to 
establish a developmental local government that works together with local 
communities to find sustainable ways to meet their needs and provide improved 
services, service delivery remains a challenge in many African countries. Furthermore, 
February (2018) remarks that it is only fair to say that South Africa’s local government 
is in a crisis because the challenges in communities are deep rooted.  The South 
African local government system is faced with stubborn challenges that hamper 
service delivery and some of the identified challenges are caused by factors beyond 
the control of municipalities (Bohler-Muller, 2016 and SALGA, 2015), poor 
communication and service delivery protests (Vass, 2018; SAnews.gov.za, 2018 and 
Liphoko, 2017).  To these obstacles, Denoon-Stevens (2016) adds the challenges of 
securing a safe and reliable water supply, as well as the cost of electricity and 
inadequate housing.  Service delivery is a basic human right that communities demand 
through activism when it falls short of expectations (Wild, 2014) which is discussed in 
the next section.   
 
2.3. Community activism in the wake of service delivery 
 
Community activism is defined in this study as various actions that stakeholders 
(communities) use to express demands from or dissatisfaction towards municipalities 
and can be enacted in various forms (Shapiro, 2012).  Shapiro continues to 
characterise this form of expression as that “whereby stakeholders are speaking out 
against what are perceived as inequitable practices that threaten their well-being in 
one way or another” 2012:55).   Community activism is determined by the interests of 
activists that range from communities to non-governmental organisations that are at 
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the time forcing the state to deliver on its constitutional promises. It is mainly done to 
promote and advance the interests of disadvantaged population groups.  
 
In South Africa today, post-apartheid, community activism can be enacted in various 
ways unlike pre-1994 when rates boycotts, community riots and student protests were 
among the few means available to communities to express their dissatisfaction 
towards government and municipalities.  Community activism includes digital / online 
and real-life activities through anti-brand groups, communities or movements, 
discursive storytelling, anti-brand websites, campaigns, petitions, protests and rates 
withholding (Verwey, 2017; Paulikaite, 2015; Pepley, 2013; Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 
2010 and Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2006). These forms of community activism 
enactment are discussed next. 
 
2.3.1. Digital or online activism 
 
Digital activism refers to the use of digital tools such as e-mail, e-petitions 
(www.petitions24.com), social networks – especially those with high penetration, blogs 
and micro-blogging (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2006); to bring about social or political 
change and it has several benefits as a form of community activism enactment 
(Shandwick, 2018; Term, 2018; van den Broek, Langley & Hornig, 2017; Rees, 2015; 
Business Matters, 2014; Rees, 2013; Pepley, 2013 and Hollenbeck, 2005).  Firstly, 
the growth of social media platforms has enhanced digital activism to a point where 
campaigns are run online and still enjoy wide reach (Rees, 2015).  Secondly, digital 
media and social networking sites offer activists a platform to organise protests, 
exchange information about organisations (van den Broek et al., 2017) and unite 
people with the same attitude to form anti-brand communities as well as voice their 
concerns and dissatisfaction (Pepley, 2013). Social media actually makes the actions 
and support of activists more effective (Shandwick, 2018). Thirdly, it allows activists to 
share public opinion, activate a call to action, and even take action digitally (Rees, 
2015), while protecting the identity of activists (Rees, 2013 and Hollenbeck, 2005). 
Finally, it enables activists to recruit support globally (Term, 2018) and publicise 
grievances in real time (Bechan, 2008) beyond geographic boundaries (Business 
Matters, 2014), achieving almost instant widespread viewership (Hollenbeck, 2005). 
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Stern (2018) mentions that social media, with its speed and reach is potentially 
devastating to brands.  Term (2018) goes on to specify that the World Wide Web, 
because of its reach and media, heightens the reputation risk of activism.  
 
2.3.2. Anti-brand websites 
 
Anti-brand websites focus on creating a negative identity for targeted brands and 
present a space for activists to share anti-brand information and coordinate corrective 
action. Some were deliberately set up for this purpose and have defamatory names 
while others are originally customer complaint sites such as www.hellopeter.com and 
www.badservicesa.com. Even these, however, are misused by activists to create 
unfavourable perceptions of brands and institutions.   Attached to anti-brand websites 
are petition links mentioned by Kucuk (2016), which are sent to consumers as a means 
to facilitate online anti-branding as well as blogs and electronic newsletters stated by 
Shapiro (2006).  Apdusa is an example of an electronic newsletter containing anti-
branding for Northern Cape municipalities which even includes explicit judgements 
such as “councillors are not performing their duties” and stating that the struggles of 
Northern Cape residents “expose the corruption and maladministration within 
municipalities”, says Apdusa (2015).   
 
2.3.3. Anti-brand groups, movements or communities 
  
Anti-brand, movements or communities are groups of people that spread negative 
brand experiences and decry marketplace inequalities (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2006). 
They, describe negative experiences with organisations, or political figures they “hate” 
on social media or in real life; communicate action to be taken against unfavoured 
brands and institutions; promote social or moral justice and serve as knowledge hubs 
and support structures where members advise each other of brand experiences and 
actions (Tushi, 2015; Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2010; Pepley, 2013; and Hollenbeck & 
Zinkhan, 2006). 
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2.3.4. Community activist groups    
 
There are also community activist groups that are “organized to exert pressure on an 
organisation on behalf of a cause”, (Gruinig,1992: 504 in Shapiro 2012: 55) and this 
study will only focus on those that are formed to advance the service delivery agenda. 
For instance, the Kuruman Development Forum and Kuruman Road Forum are activist 
groups in the Ga-Segonyana municipal area that fought against social injustice during 
2014 (Apdusa, 2014). Another movement that recently voiced their opinions through 
petitioning, violent protests and online activism on Facebook is #HelpPampierstad. 
This group voiced concerns about poor service delivery in Pampierstad, a town within 
the Phokwane Local Municipality. All three groups effectively pressurised 
municipalities in their areas to develop infrastructure.  
 
2.3.5. Community activist NGOs 
 
Afriforum is a registered activist group that is active in the Northern Cape province and 
its main reason for existence is to protect the rights of minorities (Afriforum Admin, 
2017). Efforts have included mobilising for the signing of an online petition, claiming 
that Phokwane Local Municipality does not have firefighting equipment which impedes 
service delivery, and requesting electricity infrastructure repairs at the same 
municipality (Afriforum Admin, 2017). Corruption Watch also mobilises communities 
to fight against fraudulence (Corruption Watch, 2018), as a hindrance to effective 
service delivery.  The South African National Civic Organisation (SANCO), is an NGO 
that represents the interests of communities to public and private institutions and 
organise peaceful protests and marches for them.  According to Nyl (2018), in the 
Emthanjeni Local Municipality area, on 08th November 2018, they handed over a 
memorandum to the municipality stating the demands of the Gaatvol community. 
 
2.3.6. Rates withholding / boycotts 
 
According to Morudu (2017) there is a reciprocal relationship between rates boycotts 
and poor service delivery. Communities express dissatisfaction with municipal service 
delivery by paying their rates to a ratepayer’s association to withhold or refusing to pay 
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for services rendered in an effort to attract attention and extract some remedial action 
from municipal authorities (Maserumule, 2016 & Twala, 2014). Rates withholding and 
boycotting have been seen in the Dikgatlong, Magareng, Emthanjeni, Umsobomvu, 
Kareeberg and Karoo Hoogland municipalities in the Northern Cape province (Ayele 
& May, 2011). Even worse, Maserumule (2016) states that ratepayers’ associations 
can even refuse to pay municipal rates and instead deliver required services 
themselves. This was seen in the area of Ga-Segonyana Local Municipality where a 
group called Dikwankwetla took over municipal health services because they found 
the municipality’s offering ineffective (Makatong, 2018). 
 
2.3.7. Visual activism 
 
Activists and concerned citizens express their concerns through pictures, graphics and 
graffiti which are displayed at public areas.  Thus far this form of activism has not been 
spotted in the Northern Cape province but according to Wild (2014), it is rather 
common along the N2 freeway in Cape Town.  
 
2.3.8. Petitions, memorandums and boycotts 
 
Anti-brand petitions and memorandums are used to lobby people to boycott brands, 
public sector leaders, as well as social or business practices.  A relevant example 
was shown by the residents of the Gamagara municipal area who handed a signed 
petition and memorandum containing their objections against the municipal budget 
and demands over to their Mayor         
(https://www.petitions24.com/stop_gamagara_idp__budget  
and http://www.gamagara.gov.za/documents/Signed_Memorandum.pdf ).  There was 
another march from various points in Kimberley to the Sol Plaatje Local Municipality 
to hand over a memorandum stating community concerns and demands pertaining to 
high electricity tariffs (Kimberley City Info, 2018).  
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2.3.9. Protests 
 
According to Nleya (2011), the second decade of South Africa’s democracy was 
characterised by service delivery protests.  Although there is a tendency of 
erroneously conflating all local protests with service delivery protests (Dlulisa, 2018; 
The Human Sciences Research Council, 2016 and Bianco, 2013), the causes 
mentioned during these protests or the specific issues from which they are said to 
emanate help to classify them appropriately. Dissatisfaction with service delivery, 
unfulfilled service delivery promises, lack of responsiveness, accountability, 
communication and public participation mechanisms, as well as poor governance are 
common causes of protests (Vass, 2018; Nkomo, 2017; Liphoko, 2017; Apdusa, 2015; 
Human Sciences Research Council, 2016; Ndlovu, 2016; Govender & Reddy, 2015; 
SALGA, 2015; Twala, 2014; Mkhabela, 2013 and Shapiro, 2012;  Nleya, 2011, 11; 
Ntliziywana, 2011; Jain & Powell, 2010 and De Visser, Powell, Staples & Gilliland, 
2012). Furthermore, communities sometimes express their dissatisfaction through 
protests on the streets to demand basic services to be delivered in their locations 
(Nkomo, 2017; Ndlovu, 2016, Kucuk, 2016). Communities feel that politicians do not 
listen to them and protests are a way for them to vent their anger and draw attention 
to their plight (February, 2019; Govender & Reddy, 2015 and Twala, 2014). Drawing 
from Kucuk (2016) and SALGA (2015) then, “expressive protests” relating to access 
to basic services is a common anti-branding activity in citizen-government 
relationships. De Visser et al. (2012) states that 43.7% of causes of protests between 
2007 and 2012 were attributed to poor service delivery or municipal services.  Out of 
those that occurred across South Africa during 2007 and 2010, the Northern Cape 
province accounted for only 1.72% (Jain & Powell, 2010: 15).  
 
Mtimka (2018) says that South Africa is known as the protest capital of the world and 
“a toyi-toyi is not a toyi-toyi without fire”. This reflects the fact that protests in South 
Africa turn out to be violent at times, especially in rural areas (Maserumule, 2016). 
Jain and Karamoko (2011) distinguishes between violent and non-violent marches and 
make mention of violent protests where activists engage in acts that harm people now 
or later, quoting instances where roads are blockaded, and violent threats made to 
municipal leadership. The “burning of tyres, looting, destruction of buildings, chasing 
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of unpopular individuals out of townships, confrontations with the police and forced 
resignations of elected officials”, says Nkomo (2017: 2-3); are means through which 
communities conduct violent protests.  
 
Jain and Karamoko (2011) further describes protests which began as non-violent with 
activists organising peaceful marches to handover memorandums or gather in 
designated non-violent protest areas.  One recent example was a service delivery 
protest against the Sol Plaatje municipality which turned violent to a point where roads 
were blockaded, small fires were made along Findlayson and Corless streets, young 
children threw stones at cars and broke glass bottles in these roads (27 June, 2018).  
Another example is the protest that happened within the Phokwane Local Municipality 
where residents planted trees in potholes in one of the roads in Pampierstad and burnt 
tyres (Kwon Hoo, 2018 and Mthwako, 2018). Shops of foreign nationals and retail 
stores were looted in the same Phokwane municipality massacre of 2018 (Saal, 2018).  
Between 2014 and 2018, numerous municipal buildings were set alight by enraged 
community activists in attempts to force municipalities to deliver or improve the quality 
of public services. These included Phokwane municipality’s library, mobile clinic and 
municipal offices in Ganspan, a building at Ubuntu Local Municipality, the Technical 
Services building of Siyancuma Local Municipality (Maje, 2014 and Staff 
Reporter,2018).  Maserumule (2016) explains that in rural areas the rejection of 
municipalities is expressed through violent protest because citizens do not really have 
an alternative form of governance to demand services.  Schreiber (2016) adds that 
communities feel that the only language that government understands is violence. 
 
Despite these anomalous outbursts, the Northern Cape province remains amongst the 
lowest in terms of number of protests between 2007 and 2017, with the rating 
fluctuating between 1% and 5% (Chigwata, O’Donovan & Powell, 2017; Municipal IQ, 
2017 and Plaas, 2013 in SALGA, 2015). Yet ironically, the service delivery perceptions 
of the Northern Cape residents are negative (GCIS, 2018 & 2014). Whether certain 
activists in the Northern Cape employ alternate methods to express their ire will 
become apparent as a result of interviews within this research.  
 
Protests tend to draw significant media attention and Soule (2018) mentions that 
actions of activists are in fact amplified by media. Journalists would more often than 
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not consult with activists and angry communities to determine the reasons for their 
actions. To protestors, this becomes a great opportunity to share their concerns with 
a broad audience and solicit intervention from higher authorities.  Also, sometimes the 
framing of protests by media discredits government (Pointer, 2015) and indeed; 
activist issues that receive media attention are attended to by stakeholders, as soon 
as they are aware of them, as everyone is guarding against negative publicity about 
their brands and institutions.  The problem with this tactic is that at times media houses 
broadcast or publish unfounded claims of protestors, which tend to create negative 
perceptions in the minds of citizens. What makes it more problematic is the fact that 
traditional media is still quite trusted as a source in the Northern Cape (Nkompela, 
2018 and Nagel, 2018) and the public tends to take only what the media says (Goliath, 
2018).  
 
2.3.10. Denying people access to facilities 
 
This form of activism includes physically barring or intimidating people to enter certain 
premises (South African Human Rights Commission, 2018) such as schools, office 
buildings, public service centers and retail stores. In the years 2012, 2014 and 2017 
learners of Kuruman, in the Joe Morolong Local Municipality area, were denied access 
to schools during protests over the non-provision of a tarred road (South African 
Human Rights Commission, 2019: 2; Evans, 2015 and Apdusa 2012). City shutdowns 
are another common example of this type of activism enactment such as the one of 
14 July 2018 in Kimberley where activists were acting against the proposed electricity 
tariff (Ritchie, 2018) 
 
2.3.11. Discursive story telling 
 
Discursive story telling is another form of community activism enactment and it 
involves the spreading of stories and visuals about brands or institutions, which could 
be negative at times (Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2010). For instance, the article “DA takes 
Gamagara Ward 7 with a Clean Sweep” talks of the anti – African National Congress 
(anti-ANC) campaign at the ANC led Gamagara local municipality in the Northern 
Cape, where an opposition party convinced citizens not to vote for the ANC, but rather 
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for other political parties due to the said party’s failure to meet service delivery targets 
and abuse of state resources at the expense of the tax-payer.  The reasons stated by 
this opposition party reflect negatively on the image of the ANC and may all have 
arisen from a power struggle. Rowley and Moldoveanu (2003: 211) in Maleho (2016: 
21-22) says that “action may not be taken by the group to satisfy the member’s rational 
interests but, rather, to affirm the members’ collective identity”.   
 
2.3.12. Electoral party politics 
 
South African activists can sometimes resort to electoral party politics as a means of 
expressing dissatisfaction with service delivery. This is done by, for instance, migration 
of party members to an opposition party or the breaking off from existing political 
parties to form new ones.  Booysen (2007) holds that if dissatisfied, voters can turn to 
an opposition party or even boycott voting polls. In addition to that, Kabi (2015) 
suggests other anti-branding activities used by shareholders to voice their 
dissatisfaction namely; ‘vote no’ campaigns, shareholder proposals and ‘say on pay’ 
shareholder activism.  These activities have been also used by municipalities in the 
Northern Cape in instances where councillors would cast a vote of no confidence 
against a mayor, as was the case with Mangaliso Matika of Sol Plaatje (Deklerk, 2018) 
and Norman Prince (Kwon Hoo, 2017) of Sol Plaatje and Kgatelopele municipalities 
respectively.  Communities also picket for the recalling of political heads such as the 
then Executive Mayor Mangaliso Matika (Ritchie, 2018) as well as one mayor of 
Gamagara. If communities are fed up with political heads, they even go to the extent 
of destroying their property such as in 2012 when they burnt down the houses of the 
mayors of Gamagara local and John Taolo Gaetsewe district municipalities (Apdusa, 
2012).  
 
Also, Nkomo (2017: 2) points out that “dissatisfaction with local government can be 
expressed through the ballot box”; whereby communities vote for one political party 
instead of the other that they were disappointed by. So, voters will monitor whether 
the municipal services such as water, electricity and roads are provided in a 
sustainable manner, (Brand, 2016) and if not, they become dissatisfied and 
disappointed then react. Also, communities may request that political representatives 
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that does not live up to their service delivery promise be removed such as in Gamagara 
where they requested that the Mayor be recalled (Apdusa, 2012).  Schreiber (2016) 
mentions that communities sometimes express the sentiment that the language 
political parties understand best is voting; hence they communicate their 
disappointments during elections.  Maserumule (2016) explains “no voting” as a form 
of activism and refers to the case of the 2016 local government elections, where out 
of the 32.6 million people eligible to vote, only 25.4 million registered and of these, 
only 18 million voted. 
 
Apparently, the most disappointed communities are the ones from poorer 
neighborhoods, especially shack settlements and townships with the most violent 
protests happening in these areas (Nkomo, 2017). This according to Bohler-Muller et 
al. (2016) is because poor communities see protests as their only means to raise 
concerns while the wealthier people have formal communication channels in place. So 
poor communities should not be ignored as parties that have the potential to pose 
reputational risk to municipalities.  The ways in which community activism affects 
reputation and the reputational risk community activists pose to municipalities is 
discussed in the next section. 
 
2.4. Organisational reputation in the wake of service 
delivery related community activism 
 
The term ‘organisational reputation’ is used to refer to the reputation of municipalities 
in this study. Reputation is defined in this study as the opinions, judgements or 
perceptions communities have about a municipality based on how they experience its 
actions over time; which they express (Barnett, Jermier & Lafferty, 2006).  This 
conceptual definition is constructed by the researcher from the five categories that 
Barnett et al. (2006) uses to define reputation. Added to this definition, the 
characteristics and drivers of reputation should be considered in order to understand 
this concept. Inspired by Luama-aho (2008) and Dunee (2018) the characteristics of 
reputation are credibility, reliability (fairness), social responsibility and trustworthiness.  
Drivers of reputation are performance, leadership, communication, engagement and 
satisfaction with core services (The Agenda Group, 2016). 
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South Africa’s local government system has earned an unfavourable reputation over 
the years. It has “generally been heavily criticized for its poor service delivery, which 
is a situation that has led to service delivery protests emanating from every corner of 
the country, particularly among previously disadvantaged communities”, (Mokaeane 
et al., 2017: 381). According to Mnguni (2016) and Maserumule (2016), South Africans 
are of the perception that government is insensitive to the needs of the people, local 
government is dysfunctional and service delivery is poor.  Yende (2016) and GGA 
(2016) contradict these perceptions through the presentation of the best municipalities 
in the country in terms of service delivery ratings by government reports from 2011 to 
2015. In the Northern Cape, which is the focus of this study, Emthanjeni local 
municipality was ninth of the top ten municipalities countrywide; Nama Khoi was in 
position 45, Gamagara - 51, Kai Garib – 100 (Yende, 2016 and GGA, 2016), which 
suggests that service delivery was not so poor.  Furthermore, some services were 
delivered quite well with South African municipalities in the top 20 categories scoring 
92% for electricity, 80% for refuse removal and only 3% for sanitation; yet 73% of 
Northern Cape participants reported that service delivery was inadequate or non-
existent (Mnguni, 2016). Also, another public perception survey by Government 
Communication Information System (2018) revealed much pessimism towards all 
spheres of government, including the local one; where 71% of Northern Cape citizens 
felt that service delivery was poor and only 26% were satisfied with the performance 
of municipalities.  
 
Watson and Kitchen (2010) attribute weak reputations to inadequate stakeholder 
engagement and poor ethical performance.  SAnews.gov.za (2018) and Mokaeane et 
al. (2017) support the notion of low engagement and its consequences by stating that 
there seems to be lack of consultation and dialogue between local government and 
communities which leads to a lack of understanding of the needs of people and 
ultimately. This results in poor service delivery as well as the inadequate dissemination 
of information to these communities. Mokaeane further holds that local municipalities 
do not seem to be able to provide services that are essential to uplifting society at 
large and this has a detrimental effect on the reputation of these municipalities 
(Mokaeane et al., 2017).  On the same note, Brent (2009) indicates that it takes only 
one incident for a reputation that has been built over years to be damaged.   
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Furthermore, Watson and Kitchen (2010) state that reputation does not occur by 
chance but rather relates to leadership, management and organisational operations; 
the quality of products and services as well as relationships with stakeholders.  It 
involves relationships with all stakeholders, and it is gained, maintained and enhanced 
or damaged over time. The building blocks of reputation fall within the performative, 
technical and moral aspects of institutions, which, in the case of municipalities, are 
services, innovativeness, acknowledgement of and commitment to community and 
environmental responsibility (Van Den Berg & Struwig, 2016; Frandsen, Johansen & 
Salomonsen, 2016; Bjørnå, 2016: ; Watson & Kitchen, 2010 and King, 2000).  
 
Additionally, the reputations of institutions are influenced by customers and the media 
(Watson & Kitchen, 2010). This section will deliberately exclude the influence of the 
media on reputation, focusing instead on customers because of their relevance to this 
study. Thus, in the case of municipalities where customers are residents and 
considering citizen perceptions as a contributing factor to reputation, it is important to 
understand what influences positive service delivery perceptions. According to Nkomo 
(2017), councillors listening to constituencies, contact between communities and 
councillors, low levels of perceived corruption, high levels of trust in councillors and 
positive assessment of their performance, as well as low participation of residents in 
protests all contribute to perceptions that services are being delivered.  Nkomo (2017) 
holds that in 2011, 47% of South Africans had a problem with the way local 
government was run, while 50% did not see anything wrong and the remaining 3% did 
not know.  Furthermore, Nkomo (2017) adds that those who saw problems took 
remedial actions ranging from lodging a complaint with local government officials (12% 
of population), informing the media (8%), discussing the problem with community, 
religious or traditional leaders (23%), and joined other community members in 
addressing the problem (43%). Much of this response constitutes community activism, 
and Shandwick (2018) highlights that activism literally shapes reputation. 
 
Community activism has a number of negative effects on reputation (Soule, 2018; 
Paulikaite, 2015; Shapiro, 2012; Parliament Proceedings, 2010; King, 2001).  Firstly, 
anti-branding invariably involves disseminating negative information about brands and 
this makes it detrimental to their reputation. Paulikaite (2015) adds that negative word 
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of mouth distributed within communication platforms can be harmful for the brands. 
Secondly, activist groups can incite boycotts that make negative claims about 
organisations and subsequently create negative public perceptions of institutions 
(King, 2001). Thirdly, violent protests lead to vandalism of municipal buildings, libraries 
and clinics which the same communities demand function effectively. These actions 
lead to sewage spillages, no refuse removal, breaks in electrification and inaccessible 
roads, all of which perpetuate the negative spiral of impressions that government is 
failing to deliver basic services (Parliament Proceedings, 2010). In the Northern Cape, 
this is the perception community activism has created amongst many, regardless of 
what is contained in government reports (Public Perceptions Survey, 2018).  Also, 
protests reported locally and internationally can create an impression of South African 
administration as ineffectual; this can undermine investment and tourism (De Villiers, 
2017). Furthermore, King (2001) mentions that institutions that have experienced a 
decline in reputation are more vulnerable to community activism as more media 
attention is focused on these topical, negative stories. Lastly, institutions with poor 
reputations will then be more likely to concede to activist demands to prevent further 
damage to their reputation as this dynamic probably places considerable pressure on 
struggling institutions to capitulate and silence the protests (King, 2001). 
 
Unfortunately, South Africa cannot do away with activism even with all these negative 
effects.  “Democratic South Africa was born out of activism, citizens standing up 
against a government they found unjust from small acts of dissent to a life of exile or 
imprisonment, and sometimes death”, says Wild (2014).  Gumede (2017) believes that 
the future of South Africa is in the hands of activists who, together with the 
communities they mobilise, hold leadership accountable for poor service delivery and 
constantly fight injustice. What needs to be mitigated then is the potential damage this 
activism has on the reputation of municipalities; considering the benefits of having a 
good reputation. 
 
A number of authors (Dunee, 2018; The Agenda Group, 2016; Simi, 2016; & Luoma-
aho, 2008) discuss the benefits of having a good reputation at length. A strong 
corporate reputation is part of a virtuous cycle that includes strong performance and 
quality of offerings (Simi, 2016), ensuring the support of key stakeholders including 
investors, communities, suppliers and the media (Simi, 2016). For public institutions, 
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a sound reputation could effectively contribute to attracting new businesses within their 
jurisdictions thus maximising employment, increasing trust and public participation 
(Simi, 2016). A good reputation creates a favourable working environment (Luoma-
Aho, 2008). It enables the recruitment and retention of talent and encourages 
satisfaction, commitment and productivity from employees (Simi, 2016). Institutions 
perceived to be trustworthy, fair, responsible and well-led become more resilient to 
problems as customers, in this context being communities; more readily accept that 
the institution has their best interests at heart (Dunee, 2018). Councils with strong 
reputations are able to draw on their reputational capital to restore trust when it is lost 
(The Agenda Group, 2008). Additionally, this strong reputation serves as a political 
asset for public institutions, protecting them from political attacks (Frandsen et al., 
2016). Increased public awareness, scrutiny and expectations call for proactive 
reputation management (Simi, 2016) and a reputation risk mitigation approach.  
 
2.5. Conclusion 
 
The local sphere of government is perhaps most heavily criticised for discrepancies in 
government services because it is the tier closest to communities. Local government 
has endured this criticism over the years, through communities that are not satisfied 
with service delivery in their localities. Dissatisfied communities then express their 
perceptions and demands by reporting municipalities to other structures of society or 
government, but ultimately resort to activism. 
 
Community activism related to service delivery amounts to anti-branding and is 
enacted through violent and non-violent forms that tend to exacerbate the already 
weak reputation of municipalities. The negative impressions shared as part of 
community activism, the violence demonstrated, and the damage done to state 
property all leave the reputation of local government and the country at large dented. 
So, having examined how community activism fueled by service delivery failures 
affects the reputation of municipalities, ways to mitigate reputation risk should be 
explored.  
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In general, it is important for municipalities to implement an effective risk management 
system to help avoid or mitigate against reputational risks posed by community 
activism and to determine how mitigation tactics can be applied to various forms of 
activism enactment.  Some means to mitigate community activism related municipal 
reputation risk are explored in the next chapter.   
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Chapter Three: Theoretical Framework and 
Mitigation Strategies 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
Since reputation is defined in this study as stakeholder perceptions of an institution, it 
is these same perceptions that should be changed to mitigate reputation risk 
(Swanepoel, Esterhuysen, van Vuuren, & Lotriet, 2017). This chapter’s focus is on a 
possible solution to reputation risk posed by service delivery related activism from a 
strategic communication theory perspective.  This mitigation approach (risk 
management system) is based on the three-pronged theoretical perspective of this 
study that is discussed below and includes impressional approach, stakeholder theory 
and Situational Crisis Communication Theory.  The assumptions of stakeholder theory 
(Bhasin, 2018; Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017: Maleho, 2016; Rensburg & de Beer, 
2011; Gomes, 2006 and Freeman, Wicks & Parmar, 2004) provide guidelines to 
managing stakeholder relationships to create and maintain favourable reputations of 
municipalities as well as repair damaged ones. Some scholars (Bilgin, Danis, Demir & 
Can, 2016; Balan, 2015, Van der Merwe, 2013; Helm, Liehr-Gobbas & Storck, 2011; 
Jäger, 2010 and Chun, 2005) discuss the assumptions of the impressional approach 
which will, together with those of the stakeholder theory, develop an approach to 
mitigate reputation risk if it does not involve crisis.  Situational crisis communication 
theory (Coombs, 2007; Holdsworth, 2014; Coombs, 2008; Coombs 2013) will then be 
used to mitigate reputational risk should municipalities be in crises. These theories 
and their applicability to organisational reputation risk mitigation are explained in the 
next section. 
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3.2.  Theoretical Framework 
 
3.2.1.  Impressional Approach to Reputation 
 
The impressional approach conceptualises reputation as the overall impressions of 
stakeholders about an institution (Bilgin et al., 2016; Balan, 2015; Van der Merwe, 
2013: 298; Helm et al., 2011: 101; Jäger, 2010: 215 and Chun, 2005) from the 
perspective of a single stakeholder (Harvey and Mitchell, 2015: 4) based on their 
encounters with the specific institution (Laaksonen, 2017: 19).  Secondly, it guides 
reputation management as organisation behaviour firstly by emphasisng the 
management of corporate identity, image and personality (Balan, 2015; Van der 
Merwe, 2013: 299; Jäger, 2010 and Chun, 2005) and secondly, by recommending the 
management of stakeholder impressions through creating collective awareness and 
prominence for the institution (Laaksonen, 2017).  In terms of personality, the 
impressional approach acknowledges the affective associations stakeholders make 
with institutions (Burke, Martin & Cooper, 2016) with emphasis on aspects such as 
dominance, elegance and empathy (Helm and Klode, 2011). Awareness about the 
institution can be achieved through corporate communication, media and marketing 
efforts (Van der Merwe, 2013 and Balan 2015). Thirdly, the approach assumes that 
each stakeholder perceives reputation differently and considers stakeholders as 
customers and employees (Bilgin et al., 2016; Balan, 2015 and Chun, 2005) as well 
as media (Bilgin, et al., 2016). It is concerned with the interests of a single stakeholder 
group (Van der Merwe, 2013; Jäger, 2010; Chun, 2005), which in the case of this study 
would be the interests of communities. The assumptions of the impressional approach 
can be combined with those of the stakeholder theory discussed below to effectively 
mitigate reputation risk posed by community activism. 
 
3.2.2 Stakeholder theory 
 
Various authors (Bhasin, 2018; Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017; Rensburg & De Beer, 
2011; Fontaine, Haarman & Schmid, 2006; and Gomes, 2006 and Freeman et al., 
2004) posit thirteen (13) key aspects of the stakeholder theory that are applicable to 
this study.  Firstly, stakeholder theory emphasizes the normative validity of institutions 
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(Bhasin, 2018; Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017; Fontaine et al., 2006, 16 and Freeman et 
al.: 2004). The normative validity of municipalities is founded on service delivery, the 
reason for their existence, which forms the focus of this study. Moreover, Bhasin 
(2018) mentions that the services delivered to communities should be of good quality. 
Secondly, it considers the diverse interests and concerns of stakeholders (Rensburg 
& De Beer, 2011 and Gomes, 2006).  Thirdly, it recognises the significance of 
stakeholder group mobilisation, collective actions and claims which express the 
identity of group members instead of genuine concerns (Maleho, 2016). Fourthly, it 
holds organisations accountable to stakeholders (Rensburg & de Beer, 2011 and 
Gomes 2006). It recommends that institutions should be managed for the benefit of 
stakeholders (Bhasin, 2018 and Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017) and operations and how 
expectations were addressed must be reported to them (Rensburg & de Beer, 2011). 
It recognises the influence of stakeholders on institutional decision-making processes 
as well as upholds respect for human rights (Fontaine, 2006), dignity and promoting 
efficiency (Rensburg & de Beer, 2011 and Gomes, 2006).  
 
Stakeholders must be allowed to participate in decisions that affect their welfare 
(Fontaine, 2006).  Institutions should ensure that their Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) initiatives, are transparent and always integrate social and environmental 
issues into their business operations and stakeholder engagements or else failure to 
do so could lead to reputation risk (Fontaine, 2006). Institutions must strive to create 
value for stakeholders to ensure sustainability (Bhasin, 2018 and Freeman & 
Dmytriyev, 2017) as if stakeholders are consistently satisfied, institutions will win their 
loyalty, cooperation and goodwill (Youngupstarts, 2013). Lastly, stakeholder theory 
advocates ethical decision making where institutions do not make decisions without 
consideration of their impact (Fontaine, 2006) or overlook the interests of stakeholders 
(Bhasin, 2018); and are obliged to do what is deemed right and fair by communities; 
obey the law, avoid harm (Fontaine, 2006) and take responsibility for their actions and 
impact they have on stakeholders (Youngupstarts, 2013).   
 
As helpful as it sounds in terms of mitigating reputation risk, earlier theorists (Panmar 
et al., 2004) pronounced the limitations of stakeholder theory yet the work of more 
recent scholars (Basin, 2018; Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017 and Fontaine et al., 2006) 
dismissed these claims.  According to Panmar et al. (2006), stakeholder theory does 
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not define who exactly stakeholders are, yet it mentions an attempt to balance 
divergent interests without guidance on how to do so and does not provide 
stakeholders with consequence management tactics for cases when institutions do 
not deliver their promise. In consideration of these limitations, the guidelines on how 
to implement the assumptions of the stakeholder theory are discussed below. Firstly, 
this recent group of scholars (Basin, 2018; Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017 and Fontaine 
et al., 2006) state that stakeholder theory lists five stakeholder groups which are 
communities, customers, suppliers, employees and shareholders.  Secondly, 
(Rensburg & De Beer, 2011 and Gomes, 2006) advice that the diverse interests of 
stakeholders can be understood through dialogue (Rensburg & De Beer, 2011 and 
Gomes, 2006) and Bhasin (2018) holds that institutions should acknowledge and act 
upon these interests.  Lastly, Fontaine (2006) holds that stakeholders may bring action 
against leaders for failure to perform the required duty, which in the case of this study 
would be the failure to deliver basic services.  At this point it is important to integrate 
the assumptions of the impressional approach into stakeholder theory, to ensure that 
stakeholder perceptions about institutions are managed and reputation risk is 
mitigated effectively.  
 
3.2.3 Mitigation strategies  
 
A number of authors (Soule, 2018; Liphoko, 2017; Luoma-aho and Canel, 2016; The 
Agenda Group, 2016; Van Den Berg & Struwig, 2016; King, 2013; Watson & Kitchen, 
2010; Bechan, 2008; and Eccles, 2007); state some strategies that institutions can 
follow to mitigate reputation risks.  These strategies are discussed below and will be 
referred to again as components of the mitigation approach that will be recommended 
to municipalities at the end of this study. 
 
3.2.2.1 Communicate 
 
Luoma-aho and Canel (2016) and The Agenda Group (2016) advise institutions to 
communicate with communities through strategic communications, using the right 
skills and an annual programme. Understanding the characteristics, beliefs and 
opinions of communities and the impact council’s actions have on communities is vital 
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for communications leaders (The Agenda Group, 2016) as the diversity of these 
aspects calls for communication content and activities that are localised for each group 
(Liphoko, 2017 and Bechan, 2008). Institutions should communicate timeously 
(Human Capital Management, 2006/7) proactively, openly and transparently (Hills, 
2008) on plans, progress and advocacy efforts to provincial and national government 
on behalf of constituencies, as well-informed communities are more likely to be 
satisfied with the performance of their municipalities (The Agenda Group, 2016 and 
LGA, 2008).  Leadership must communicate the vision and values of the institution to 
employees as well as communities and they should be in line with what communities 
want (The Agenda Group, 2016). Communication between institutions and 
communities should be credible (Hills, 2008 and Human Capital Management, 2006/7) 
even during crisis management and reputation repair.  Also, it should be two-way 
(Bechan, 2008 and Hills, 2008) with an effective feedback mechanism. 
 
3.2.2.2 Institutions should deliver on promises and constantly improve 
service offering 
 
To begin with, municipalities, in their operations, should be guided by the principle that 
citizens are entitled to receive good services from them (Brand, 2016). Maserumule 
(2009) and Luoma-aho and Canel (2016) advise that institutions must deliver on the 
promises they make and expectations they create. Some authors (Morudu, 2017; The 
Agenda Group, 2016;and Luoma-aho & Canel, 2016) advise institutions to constantly 
improve their service offering and communicate how this is done as opinions about 
public sector organisations are often based on perceived service quality and the ability 
to meet the needs of communities.   
 
3.2.2.3 Narrow the reputation-reality gap by promising less and only promise 
after a feasibility check has been done 
 
According to Van Den Berg and Struwig (2016: 534 - 535), the reputation-reality gap 
“requires ongoing identification and management of emerging gaps between 
experience and expectations and between claims and reality using a risk-orientated 
approach”. To this end, managers “need to build risk management as a core 
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competency and develop holistic controls to mitigate possible risks”, Pekka (2010: 44). 
Pekka discusses the reputation – reality gap from the premise that risk is increased 
when the gap between an organisation’s reputation and reality grows so organisations 
should constantly narrow it (2010:44).  This reputation-reality gap, according to Eccles 
et al (2007) is increased by the change in customer expectations which are also 
influenced by social media conversations and organisations must bridge it by 
improving their ability to meet stakeholder expectations or promising less.  It could 
also be increased by the organisation’s communications activities, including the 
handling of claims made on social media, rectifying distorted reality, and improving the 
poor coordination of internal functions of organisations like promoting offerings pre-
maturely) or particular events that expose latent concerns (Smith-Bingham, 2014).  
 
Watson and Kitchen (2010) aver that great reputations are built on getting credit for 
organisational actions consistently over time in which a track record of delivering on 
promises and engendering trust is evident to everyone. Another way of narrowing the 
reputation-reality gap would be to ensure that municipalities have sound referrals to 
relevant service providers. Pepley (2013) suggests that organisations must consider 
assisting potential anti-brand activists to find alternative institutions that would resolve 
their issues.  For municipalities, this means that once they establish the inability to 
meet community expectations, these should be referred to alternative institutions in 
the service delivery value chain that would fulfill their needs. 
 
3.2.2.4 Support role of other spheres of government 
 
Brand (2018) and Mkhabela (2013) advise that although municipalities have a specific 
constitutional role to play, they should not be expected to do so in isolation. Provincial 
and national governments must support municipalities to perform their functions 
effectively, as part of the co-operative agreement of these three spheres of 
government. After all, these spheres of government are dependent on each other 
interrelated and interdependent (Brand, 2016; Mkhabela, 2013 & Thornhill, 2011). 
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3.2.2.5 Stakeholder relations and engagement  
 
The correlation between stakeholder expectations and reputation is a crucial one 
(Simi, 2016). Blue Label Telecoms Limited (2015) aptly states that it is important to 
manage stakeholder expectations as communities engage in activism when their 
expectations are not met.  So municipalities should constantly engage with 
communities to establish their needs and expectations (SAnews.gov.za, 2018; Hills, 
2008 and van Rooyen, 2003) that “change over time” (Simi, 2016) and weigh these 
against what is feasible for the municipality then promise only what is within their 
capacity to deliver.  This can be done through effective public participation and 
according to some authors (Govender & Reddy ,2015 and van Rooyen, 2003); 
legislative frameworks such as The Constitution of the Republic of South Africa, Act 
108 of 1996, Section 152; Municipal Systems Act, Act 32 of 2000, Chapter 4) require 
municipalities to engage communities in the affairs of the municipalities, from joint 
planning to monitoring and evaluation of performance. SAnews.gov.za (2018) advises 
that this will also assist municipalities to gauge whether the concerns of communities 
are indeed being attended to. 
 
Furthermore, to curb community activism; the public relations function of building 
relationships with the key stakeholders of organisations and bringing the voices of 
publics into the decision-making process as suggested by Gruinig (2016) in Maleho 
(2016) should be followed. On this note, van Rooyen (2003) advises that stakeholder 
participation should be elevated from mere public engagement to a negotiation 
process between stakeholders and institutions to cater for the diverse opinions, needs 
and expectations of these stakeholders and what the institution is able to provide. 
Communities should be informed and educated of what municipalities can offer them, 
prevailing resource constraints that influence the prioritising of services (van Rooyen, 
2003). 
 
Van Den Berg and Struwig (2016) and Simi (2016) state that discussions amongst 
stakeholders about experiences with the institution and assessments thereof 
contribute to the formation of reputation and the decision to monitor and sanction it.  
So effective communication and subsequently effective ongoing management of 
stakeholder relations is one of the cornerstones of a good reputation. Additionally, 
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some authors (Van Den Berg & Struwig, 2016; Watson & Kitchen, 2010 and Bechan, 
2008) mention that strong communication practices from organisations and feedback 
instruments from stakeholders’ help express relevant organisational messages, make 
informed decisions and enhance stakeholder relations.   
 
“Companies with good reputations have strong communication cultures, both 
internally and externally.  They are prepared to listen and be flexible in their operations. 
Continued poor communication may mask managerial inefficiency for a while, but 
market performance will undoubtedly unmask pretensions in this area”, Watson and 
Kitchen (2010). Kellogg Insight and Watson and Kitchen (2010) suggest that 
community relations governed by mutual understanding, negotiation techniques where 
the sought outcome is mutual gain, corporate social responsibility and consultative 
processes are critical for effective stakeholder relationships aimed at mitigating 
reputational risk.   
 
3.2.2.6 Corporate social responsibility for mitigation 
 
Institutions should show commitment and contribution to people and their environment 
in order to obtain legitimacy, trust, good citizen status and sound relationships with 
stakeholders (Bechan, 2008). Watson and Kitchen (2010) suggest that to achieve 
those, corporate social responsibility should be embedded in corporate policies.  
Rotterdam School of Management (2014) contends that social relevance is important 
for reputation, particularly for municipalities whose service delivery affects the quality 
of the life of communities and stakeholders assess companies on social relevance. 
The positive results of this assessment contribute to an institution’s social capital 
(Bechan, 2008) that will help create a positive reputation for institutions and even 
protect it.  King (2013) and Soule (2018) advise municipalities to focus CSR activities 
such that they can engage with activists and increase donations for causes related to 
activist concerns.  
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3.2.2.7 Participation on community platforms 
 
As mentioned by Martin (2009), when mitigating risks posed by community activism, 
organisations should engage with the same platforms, both digital and traditional, that 
activists use to voice their concerns in order to promote and defend their reputations. 
Verwey and Muir (2014) advise institutions to use a combination of agencies and in-
house specialists to constantly monitor negative commentary on stakeholder platforms 
and manage reputational risks. This can be done through monitoring the discussions 
on various platforms can alert those responsible for reputation within an organization 
and allow them to respond to damaging narratives with factual defense (Stern, 2018, 
Verwey & Muir, 2014 and Accenture, 2014: 10). Furthermore, Accenture (2014) 
encourages institutions to have an ambient publicity strategy encompassing one or 
more of the concepts of deliberate absence, passive presence in online conversations, 
active presence and omnipresence in social media conversations.  According to 
Eccles et al. (2007), effective management of ambient publicity builds stakeholder 
relations, represents the interests of stakeholders and those of organisations to build 
a reputable brand and subsequently enhances and maintains a good reputation. 
 
3.2.2.8 Understand and address concerns to maintain good customer service  
 
A number of authors (Soule, 2018; The Agenda Group, 2016; Twala, 2014; Verwey & 
Muir, 2014; King, 2013; Martin 2009 and Bechan, 2008) provide the following key 
points to consider when resolving stakeholder concerns and managing reputational 
risk; Organisations should not be defensive but listen to and understand the 
customer’s perspective and address their concerns. Bechan (2008) advises 
institutions to scan their environments to gather information about stakeholder 
concerns and expectation.  Executives should then acknowledge activist concerns and 
engage with them to find acceptable solutions reduce their chances of the institution 
becoming a target of future attacks (King, 2013). Effectively addressing these 
concerns requires collaborating with activists in order to silence or learn from them 
and even reach a mutually beneficial outcome and relationship (Bechan, 2008), gain 
credibility (Soule, 2018; The Agenda Group, 2016; Twala, 2014 and King, 2013) and 
“a positive reputation” (Bechan, 2008: 5). Furthermore, Soule (2018) recommends that 
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institutions should concede to the demands of activists by either changing policies and 
practices that are criticised or responding in symbolic ways to preserve or repair 
reputation without changing activities.  These symbolic ways could include pro-social 
claims to distract attention from negative information (Soule, 2018). 
 
According to Luoma-aho (2008), a good reputation requires maintenance of good 
practices. Institutions must therefore maintain good customer service and even publish 
good brand stories, bearing in mind a good customer focus is important “as disgruntled 
customers can paint a negative picture about a company’s trademarked brand” 
(McClure, 2013). In that regard, Maleho (2016) acknowledges that are still many 
challenges facing the South African local government sphere and until they are 
resolved the sector will remain a source of disgruntled voices among local citizens. 
However, Soule (2018) indicates that choices of activists about the firms they target 
are influenced by their knowledge of those institutions and consequently, institutions 
wishing to avoid adverse publicity should communicate how they want to be known 
through effective corporate communication (Simi, 2016). Corporate communication 
forms a tri-partite bridge between an organisation’s identity and the resultant image 
and reputation (Simi, 2016).    
 
Management of the corporate identity of municipalities as part of mitigation to 
reputation risk is vital. According to Watson and Kitchen (2010), the identity, brand 
and image of the company express who the company presents itself to be, claims to 
be, aspire to be and what stakeholders perceive them to be and who the company 
says it is. 
 
3.2.2.9 Embrace the technological shift 
 
Digitalisation has changed the nature of organisation to stakeholder communication 
and this calls for a new model of interaction between organisations and stakeholders 
and amongst stakeholders (Van Den Berg & Struwig, 2016). Social media is one 
contemporary way to communicate with communities and society expects 
organisations to engage at this level. It allows organisations to promote brands and 
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build reputation and offers stakeholders an opportunity to experience brands or 
engage with others about them.    
 
Municipalities should be wary of the risk that come with digitalization. On that note, 
Verwey and Muir (2014) says that the development of web-based technology has 
shifted the power of voice away from brands to that of stakeholders thereby making 
them content creators and disseminators leaving organisations with little control of 
brand conversation.  It is therefore critical to keep customers satisfied for them to carry 
positive brand conversations. Furthermore, organisations should hire an objective 
source to evaluate commentary on brand experiences and reputation to avoid bias 
from internal sources. On that note, Verwey and Muir (2014) recommend a 
combination of agencies and in-house teams whereby agencies monitor behaviour on 
social media and employees track online activity and deal with complaints. Lastly, it is 
important for organisations to know what is being said about the brand online (McClure 
2013 and Klososky, 2017), in terms of the mismatch between brand reputation and 
reality or what is known as the reputation-reality gap.  
 
3.2.2.10 Build trust 
 
Various sources (Stratford-On-Avon District Council, 2018; Term, 2018; Stern, 2018; 
The Agenda Group, 2016 and Ryan, 2007) identify specific techniques for building 
trust and confidence in the work of local government. These include through 
engagement, dialogue, advocacy, public participation, collaboration (The Agenda 
Group, 2016) being helpful and solving problems while reinforcing the values of the 
municipality (Stern, 2018).   Shared values with the community (Ryan, 2007), kept 
promises and learning from mistakes (Stratford-On-Avon District Council, 2018), 
courtesy, fairness, and honesty towards stakeholders and interest in and acting upon 
the views of the community also help build trust (Stern, 2018). When responding to a 
trust deficit, it seems prudent to focus on three priorities – purpose, engagement and 
transparency (Term, 2018). Service delivery and communication is critical in building 
trust as Luoma-aho and Canel (2016) mentions that low trust is usually a result of poor 
performance and lack of communication.  
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3.2.2.11 Ethical standards and practices 
 
When closing the reputation-reality gap to manage reputational risk, Eccles et al 
(2007) institutions are encouraged to take cognisance of ethics governing the core 
business of the institution as well as the relationship with stakeholders (Edgett, 2002), 
effective use of social media platforms, ambient publicity and the values of the 
communities they operate within (West, 2014).  Such institutions must be ethical in 
managing reputational risks instead of creating non-existent realities to impress 
stakeholders (Accenture, 2014 & Eccles et al., 2007). Various authors (Bonewits-
Feldner & Meisenbach, 2007; Boyd, 2002 and Edgett, 2002) stress the importance of 
institutions maintaining truthfulness at all times, even when redressing reputational 
issues and during crisis management.    
 
3.2.2.12 Effective use of social media 
 
Institutions should not view social media as a tool to push content but as an arena to 
interact with communities and create impressions that influence brand perceptions 
(Eccles et al., 2007).  Accenture (2014) states that because social media can present 
collective truth; when redressing negative commentary posted online, the same 
platforms should be used to provide factual brand information so that it can easily be 
searched for and shared.  
 
3.2.2.13 A proactive approach to dealing with reputational risk 
 
Some authors (Brent, 2009; and Mokaeane et al, 2017) suggest that proactive and 
effective media engagement by politicians contribute to a favourable organisational 
reputation.  Institutions should engage in two-way dialogue proactively, using social or 
direct media methods to tell the brand stories (Stern, 2018). 
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3.2.2.14 Dealing with internal reputation as part of dealing with reputational 
risk posed by communities 
 
Mokaeane et al. (2017) suggest that it is important to manage external reputation 
through internal reputation which involves staff in the process of building a reputation 
that resonates within the organisation. This entails:  
• All that an institution does or does not do to communicate its plans of action 
that affect internal stakeholders and communities 
• The creation of shared interests with the two stakeholder groups 
• A system for detecting and minimising gaps that could compromise the 
fulfillment of strategic goals which amount to service delivery in municipalities 
• The initiation of policies that invoke concern for the development of local 
communities and ensure the environmental soundness of their technologies 
and services. 
• Custodians of reputation: Mayors and the staff of municipalities are the 
custodians of reputations of municipalities. “Reputation building should be on 
the agenda of councils and driven by the mayor through advancing reputational 
policies associated with values” (Bjørnå, 2016: 49) of service delivery.  “All 
members of an organisation have a contribution to make to building and 
sustaining reputation (Watson and Kitchen, 2010). Most importantly, Simi 
(2016) argues that employees are the bedrock of corporate reputations as they 
are a vital information intermediary to the outside thus, they contribute to 
supporting and communicating a company’s reputation.  Management should 
therefore ensure that all employees are capacitated to become custodians of 
the reputations of the institutions they work for.  Also, public sector employees 
are critical in ensuring that government begins to develop a positive reputation 
as a compromised sense of identification and commitment on their part 
impedes the road to progress, (Simi, 2016 and Bosch, 2018).  
 
“Executives who genuinely acknowledge activist concerns and engage with them to 
finding acceptable solutions reduce their chances of becoming targets of future 
activists”, King (2013). This could mean that adopting the suggestions that stakeholder 
theory provides could see municipalities serving more satisfied communities which 
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have no reason to express dissatisfaction nor engage in activism. However, there 
could be situations of crises that arise and threaten reputation, calling for effective and 
timeous remedial action.  Dealing with reputational risk can sometimes require crisis 
management therefore municipalities should have an effective plan for dealing with 
such situations (Brent, 2009). The Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) 
can be applied to such contexts as discussed below. 
 
3.2.3. Situational Crisis Communication Theory 
 
According to Coombs (2007), SCCT provides a means for anticipating how 
stakeholders will react to crises and the subsequent reputational threat to be suffered 
by the institution, the reaction of people towards strategies used to manage those 
crises guidelines for mitigating reputation risk during crises.   Firstly, SCCT is rooted 
in the Attribution theory which holds that people search for causes of events and 
responsibility to crises; so the higher the attributions to crises to the organisation 
(Coombs, 2018; van Rensburg, Conradie & Dondolo, 2017; Wright, 2009 and Kyhn, 
2008), the more severe the reputational threat (Coombs, 2007). Secondly, it 
emphasizes the importance of community engagement and suggests strategies for 
dealing with crisis, as a threat to reputation; to protect reputation, prevent reputational 
damage (van Rensburg et al., 2017; Kyhn, 2008: 39 and Coombs, 2007) or even repair 
freshly tarnished reputations. Thirdly, it states that crises pose a reputational threat 
(Frandsen et al.,2016 and Coombs, 2015). Lastly, SCCT provides a framework for 
understanding how to protect reputation through post-crisis communication (Coombs, 
2007).  By understanding the type of crisis, institutions can anticipate how much 
responsibility stakeholders will attribute to the institution and subsequently determine 
the appropriate response strategy to apply (Kyhn, 2008 and Coombs 2007).  The best 
strategy to apply is the one that will maximise reputational protection depending on 
the level of reputational threat.  Various authors (Holdsworth, 2014; Coombs, 2007; 
van Rensburg et al., 2017 and  Kyhn, 2008) explain three crises clusters that help 
determine this level are initial crisis responsibility (who is to blame for this crisis; is this 
crisis accidental, intentional / preventable or is the institution merely a victim?), crisis 
history (has the institution had a similar crisis in the past?) and prior relational 
reputation (refers to how well or how poorly the institution treated stakeholders in other 
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contexts).  With the latter aspect, social capital and a good and strong reputation will 
certainly play a major role in keeping stakeholder perceptions positive even amidst a 
crisis.  Coombs (2007) states that crisis responsibility triggers affective reactions and 
emotions affect behaviours and subsequently reputation.  Increased attributions of 
crisis responsibility generate stronger feelings of anger and reduce feelings of 
sympathy for the institution.  Once the responsibility of crisis and level of threat have 
been determined, the suitable response strategy should be selected and applied.  
 
According to Holdsworth (2014), primary response strategies include denial, 
justification and rebuilding, and these should be supported with bolstering as a 
secondary response strategy. Drawing from (Holdsworth, 2014; Coombs 2007s, 2007 
and Coombs, 2008), when using denial to respond to a crisis, institutions may choose 
to “attack the accuser” by confronting the individual or group with negative claims 
against the institution.  Secondly, the institution may blatantly deny the crisis by 
asserting that there is no crisis, and this should be accompanied by “diminish crisis 
response strategies”.  As part of diminishing strategy, the institution may shift the 
blame to an external source citation (scapegoating) or provide an excuse by 
minimizing their responsibility towards this crisis through denying the intent to do harm 
or claiming that the event was, or its causes were beyond their control. The institution 
may even resort to justification where they downplay the perceived damage caused 
by the crisis. Justification as a response mechanism to crisis needs to be enhanced 
with “rebuild response strategies”.  Rebuilding can be done through compensating 
victims of crisis in cash or in kind is another way to minimise reputational threat or 
apologising to stakeholders and taking full responsibility is also a way to deal with 
crisis and the reputational threats it poses.  Bolstering will then be used to reiterate 
any of these strategies and it simply means reminding stakeholders about the good 
deeds of the institution or even reminding them that the institution is also a victim of 
the crisis (Holdsworth, 2014). 
 
Coombs (2007) argues that crisis response strategies protect reputations by shaping 
attributions of the crisis, changing stakeholder perceptions about the institution during 
the crisis and reducing the detrimental impact created by the crisis.  Furthermore, there 
are   guidelines on when to apply these strategies depending on the level of attribution 
to crisis responsibility (van Rensburg et al., 2017; Wright, 2009; Kyhn, 2008 and 
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Coombs, 2007) whereby, the stronger the attribution to crisis responsibility, the higher 
the reputation risk (Kyhn, 2008). For victim crises, informing stakeholders or adjusting 
information or diminishing can suffice as response strategies.  Diminishing can also 
work in accident crises which occur for the first time and when the prior relationship 
reputation is neutral or positive.  In accident crises not happening for the first time 
coupled with a negative prior relationship reputation, rebuild crisis response strategies 
should be used. Rebuild strategies can also be used to respond to preventable crises 
irrespective of the state of the prior relationship reputation or history of similar crises.  
The deny strategies should only be used to respond to rumours and challenge crises.  
Just like with stakeholder theory, the guidelines of Situational Crisis Communication 
theory should be applied in consideration of its limitations provided by Wright (2009) 
and Bayarong (2015).  According to Bayarong (2015) SCCT does not consider the 
impact of media framing of crisis nor the fact that stakeholders may attribute crises 
caused by external factors to the organisation.  Wright (2009: 32) argues that SCCT 
“allows managers to understand the effect of choosing a non-matching strategy by 
indicating why the effectiveness of the response is reduced”, and the expression of 
regret that comes with apologising could result in some legal liability.  In the application 
of guidelines provided by both SCCT and stakeholder theory to mitigate reputation 
risk, institutions should take note of ethics.  
 
“Ethics recommend that the physical and psychological needs of stakeholders be the 
top priority in a crisis” (Coombs, 2007: 173) and it is only when these are dealt with 
that the focus of institutions can shift to restoring reputation.  So, if the needs of 
stakeholders are prioritised in crisis management as suggested by Coombs (2007) 
and as required by stakeholder theory and their perceptions of the crisis and the 
institution changed to more positive ones, then efforts to restore a favourable 
reputation are likely to be successful.  
 
3.3 Conclusion 
 
Municipalities need to be aware that they are responsible to communities for service 
delivery and their reputation is an asset that must be nurtured and preserved.  To 
achieve that, literature advises institutions to mitigate reputation risk proactively and 
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react appropriately to crises in order to maintain favourable reputations.  Institutions 
are advised to have a risk management system that offers effective tools for early 
warning and impact assessment of risks, reputation tracking and situational 
assessment of threats to reputation to enable municipalities to avoid or mitigate risk. 
When mitigating reputational risk, the impressional approach to reputation requires 
institutions to manage the unique interests of stakeholders, raise positive awareness 
about these institutions in order to change the perceptions and impressions 
communities have about them. They can achieve that by adopting the several 
assumptions of the stakeholder theory. Firstly, they should maintain good relationships 
with communities, where institutions satisfy their normative validity by providing basic 
services to improve the lives of people, communicate how they improve these lives.  
They must engage with communities as well as provide platforms for public 
participation and provision of feedback on services received.  They must engage in 
corporate social responsibility activities that are relevant for communities.  Also, they 
should embrace the digital shift and acknowledge the requirements of the fourth 
industrial revolution. Additionally, it is important that institutions empower employees 
to be custodians of reputation and ensure that internal processes as well as 
organisational culture match their vision and values of the municipality. Institutions 
must at all times be ethical and responsible in their practices. They should consistently 
provide good experiences for and create good impressions to stakeholders  
 
Even with this mitigation approach, municipalities may find themselves in crises that 
lead to community activism and subsequent damage to reputation. There are three 
key factors to be considered when selecting the most appropriate strategy. Firstly, 
institutions should determine who the blame of the crisis is attributed to, in terms of 
whether the risk could have been prevented, was accidental or the institution merely 
happened to be a victim.  Secondly, the institution should determine whether there has 
been a similar crisis in the past. Lastly, institutions should then examine how it treated 
communities prior to the current crisis. The institution may, at this stage choose to 
respond to the crisis in question by denying any connection with it, shifting the blame 
to an external source in order to diminish, accept limited responsibility and apologize, 
justify their actions, which entails accepting full or partial responsibility and reducing 
the impact of the crisis, or bolster, which means reminding those affected of previous 
good deeds or by compensating them . 
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Crisis response strategies should be applied differently based on the level of attribution 
to crisis responsibility and status of prior relationship.  For instance, for victim and 
accident crisis, which is occurring for the first time and the prior relationship is neutral 
or positive diminishing and informing are the best strategies to use.  On the other hand, 
in recurring accident crisis and a negative prior relationship reputation, rebuild 
strategies should be used. Lastly, denial should be used to respond to crisis stemming 
from rumours and challenges. 
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Chapter Four: Research methodology 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
The main aim of this study was to explore how municipal reputation is affected by 
community activism related to municipal service delivery in selected municipalities.  
This was done through a review of literature on service delivery, activism and 
reputation as well as an empirical study. The methodology included a qualitative 
research design within the interpretativist paradigm. The researcher’s prior knowledge 
of research led to this choice of research paradigm and methodology. According to 
various sources (Thanh & Thanh, 2015; Kawulich, 2012 and McQueen, 2002), the 
interpretativist paradigm enables the researcher to understand the world through the 
experiences and perceptions of others and acknowledges these experiences as the 
truth. So, since this study investigates community activism and reputation risk as 
experienced by communicators, the interpretativist paradigm is the most suitable one 
to conduct the study under.  Also, it prefers a qualitative approach to research 
(McQueen, 2002) and naturalistic inquiry whereby data is gathered though interviews 
(Kawulich, 2012), a means to solicit rich information (Thanh & Thanh, 2015).  Even 
more relevant to this study, Thanh and Thanh (2015) adds that the interpretativist 
paradigm will help understand in depth the part people play in creating the social fabric 
of which they are part. The methodology followed and the rational thereof are 
discussed at length below. 
 
4.2 Research strategy 
 
Within the interpretativist paradigm (Thanh & Thanh, 2015), the researcher opted for 
a qualitative research strategy, using semi-structured interviews and method, which is 
one of the types of in-depth interviews mentioned by various sources (Harvey, 2019; 
Queirós, Faria & Almeida, 2017; Alshenqeeti, 2014 and Longhurst, 2009). A qualitative 
research design was used because of its ability to facilitate understanding and 
describe experiences (Queirós, Faria & Almeida, 2017 and Daymon & Holloway, 
2011).  Therefore, this design assisted the  participants to understand and describe 
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their experiences of community activism, the reputation risk it poses to municipalities 
and possible mitigation tactics.  Also, this scientific method was used to ensure the 
credibility of the study (Shenton, 2004 and Bullips, 2014). 
 
The research employed in-depth semi-structured interviews based on their 
advantages for this study as described in the data collection section below. As advised 
by Mack, Woodsong, Macqueen, Guest and Namey (2005), in-depth interviews 
enabled the researcher to obtain detailed responses and rich information on 
community activism enactment, the reputation risk it may cause to selected 
municipalities and the necessary mitigation tactics.   
 
From a population of 26 local municipalities, eight (8) local municipalities, each with a 
collective executive council, were selected using purposive sampling. These were 
Tsantsabane, Phokwane, Emthanjeni, Nama Khoi, Ga-Segonyana, Gamagara, Joe 
Morolong and Kai Garib.  According to SALGA (2011), in the collective executive 
system, authority and executive leadership of a municipality is vested in a group of 
people that together form an executive committee instead of just the mayor. This 
sampling method was used to put together a preferred set of  participants who are 
knowledgeable, experienced and able to comprehend questions and communicate on 
community activism, reputation risk and the mitigation thereof in an expressive, 
articulate and reflective manner (Palinkas, Horwitz, Green, Wisdom, Duan & 
Hoagwood, 2013).   
 
Furthermore, communication officers and managers were selected as participants 
because of their roles within these local municipalities (reputation and image building), 
their deep knowledge of the context of municipalities and the communities they serve 
as well the possibility of them having an idea of reputation risk mitigation. The 
researcher’s initial focus was on municipal communicators who were in post prior to 
the current local government term, that is, before the 2016 municipal elections.  
However, Kai !Garib local municipality only employed a communicator in August while 
Emthanjeni added communication duties to the Manager in the Office of the Mayor in 
July 2018, and the communicators who have been in post since at least 2014 at Ga-
Segonyana local municipality did not show interest to participate in this study. Also, 
for Joe Morolong, the previous incumbent was interviewed as the current one showed 
 57 
no intention to participate in this research. Three participants had not been in their 
current occupations since the previous term of local government. They were, however, 
each in similar environments within the jurisdiction of the same municipality. This 
meant they had significant exposure to community activism and within those localities 
and possible reputation risk mitigation tactics. The profiles of the participants were 
quite diverse, ranging in terms of period of employment ranging from just over four 
months to four (4) years and in designation from assistant to manager. Entries showing 
brief tenure in the period of employment column in Table 1 below are slightly 
misleading as it is easy to believe that communicators with less years of employment 
have not been exposed to community activism, the reputational risk it poses for 
municipalities and the mitigation thereof, yet this study reveals otherwise.   
 
Other factors that influenced this sample and the researcher’s interest in these 
municipalities were the researcher’s the role in practice, the service delivery mandate 
of local municipalities and the reputation of some of the units within the sample.  
 
4.3 Data collection method 
 
Data collection was initially set to be done through face-to-face semi-structured, in-
depth interviews.  Interviews are a good data collection method for trying to understand 
the world of participants; that is, community activism as experienced by selected 
Northern Cape municipalities. Also, this data collection method was chosen to ensure 
that the researcher is able to elicit narrative data that reflects the opinions of 
participants in detail (Alshenqeenti, 2014). Open-ended questioning during these 
semi-structured interviews encouraged participants to provide detailed responses.  
 
A total of nine (9) semi-structured interviews were conducted, including two pilot 
interviews (to test the clarity and relevance of interview guide) additional to those 
outlined in the sample data. Due to the preference of the actual participants of this 
study, only two (2) interviews from the sample group were conducted face-to-face, the 
other five (4) were telephonic and one was a written interview. The eighth participant 
never availed himself for the interview. The first face-to-face interview was conducted 
in the office of the participant while the second one was done in the office of the 
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researcher as per the preference of the specific participant.  With three of six 
telephonic interviews both the participants and researcher were in their offices.  For 
one telephonic interview, the researcher was alone at home while the participant was 
also alone in a borrowed office. With another one, the interviewer preferred to type her 
responses on the questions and take photographs of the computer screen then send 
them to the researcher via Facebook.  This was due to the sensitivity of information. 
 
All participants were sent a brief background of the study, a broad outline of the 
research plan and a consent form via email one month prior to the interviews. The first 
two documents were sent in order to explain the research to the participants so that 
their consent (as indicated on the forms) was both voluntary and informed to ensure 
honest responses and enhance the credibility of the study. The researcher was the 
research instrument and all interviews were done using an interview guide with four 
sections –  participant information, the time and place where the interview was done, 
all of which the researcher filled in after every interview to enhance the transferability 
of the study (Bullips, 2014), eight open-ended questions which  participants answered 
during the interview and a section for additional comments still provided as part of the 
interview.  
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Although the questions were open-ended, most participants had no problems offering 
relevant answers.  In the few cases where clarification was needed, the researcher 
explained what was required and asked follow-up questions to further elucidate 
ambiguous or inadequate responses. The questions in totality probed on stakeholder 
activism in selected local Northern Cape municipalities, the reputation risk it poses for 
these municipalities and mitigation strategies for municipal reputation risk posed by 
community activism. These questions were reiterative to confirm responses and 
support the credibility of the study. 
 
4.4 Data recording and analysis 
 
As a primary method, all interviews were recorded live using a cellular phone.  One 
interview was recorded using video recording and for all others voice recording was 
used as different recording devices were utilised for the first interview and the 
proceeding ones.  However, no visuals were captured, and only audio was recorded 
in all interviews. Recordings also vary in length from 13 to 44 minutes. Text qualitative 
data was created by transcribing audio-recorded data into text in Word format 
(Saunders & Lewis, 2012 in Kabi, 2015).  Transcribing services were outsourced due 
to time constraints. As an additional data recording option, the researcher made short 
notes in a reflexive journal during all interviews. This reflexive journal is actually a 
record of preconceptions (Tufford & Newman, 2010), notes from live sources such as 
news and conferences that will help reduce researcher bias due to prior knowledge 
that could emerge during data collection and analysis as well as ensure the reflexivity 
of the study. Audio-recordings, the reflexive journal and transcripts are safely kept as 
an encrypted file for audit trail and confirmability of purposes of this research. Also, 
the pictures of the interview done in writing are also stored electronically by the 
researcher. 
 
Thematic analysis and content coding were used to determine connections within data 
as well as patterns or themes (Maguire & Delahunt, 2017 and Williamson, Given & 
Scifleet, 2018).  Specifically, Braun and Clarke’s six phase framework for thematic 
analysis (Wigdorowitz, 2018; Maguire & Delahunt 2017 and Braun & Clarke, 2006) 
was used to analyse the data.  According to Guest, MacQueen & Namey (2014) 
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thematic analysis is useful in finding solutions to real-world problems and assists in 
identifying and examining themes from contextual data in a transparent and credible 
manner.  The real-world problem in this study is community activism related reputation 
risk while the solution is the mitigation thereof. Thematic analysis offers two 
approaches, namely the inductive approach and the deductive approach (Braun & 
Clarke in Cooper, 2012). 
 
Both approaches to thematic data analysis were employed to this study. With the 
inductive approach data is coded on the basis of the experiences of participants while 
the deductive one allows researchers to draw on existing knowledge to describe 
issues that participants did not explicitly raise (Mudavanhu, 2017 and Braun & Clarke, 
2012). This process is explained in detail and in the context of this study in Chapter 4 
of this report. 
 
4.5 Rigour of study 
 
Various authors (Bullips, 2014; Shenton, 2004; Golafshani, 2003 and Guba, 1981) 
suggest credibility, transferability, dependability, conformability and authenticity as 
criteria that qualitative studies should meet and the strategies to enhance their 
trustworthiness and rigour.   According to Bullips (2014), for this study; credibility 
relates to the truthfulness of the findings; while transferability means the potential of 
these findings to be transferred to situations similar to the ones the study was 
conducted under. Dependability or reliability means that the results are consistent over 
time (Bullips, 2014) if the same work would be repeated in the same context with the 
same methods and the same participants, similar results would be obtained”, Shenton 
(2004).  Conformability means that the findings of the study are the result of and reflect 
the experiences of participants rather than the ideas or preferences of the researcher.  
Authenticity refers to the contextual purpose of the study in terms of its value and the 
full representation of all realities in order to give meaning to its findings (Bullips, 2014). 
 
To enhance the credibility of this study, Bullips (2014) suggests some means which 
were applied to this study. Firstly, only scientific research methods were used.  
Secondly, there was prolonged engagement that the researcher had with Northern 
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Cape municipalities, communicators and the phenomenon under investigation; which 
dates as far back as 2014.  This engagement helped build a relationship of trust 
between the participants and researcher as well as enabled the latter to understand 
the phenomenon under investigation and the context of municipalities and local 
government before the actual study began. Thirdly, triangulation was used to enhance 
the credibility of this study by corroborating the literature review with the findings of 
data collection. Also, participant bias was limited through open-ended questions and 
encouraging the honesty of participants (Shah, 2019) by ensuring their voluntary 
participation through signed informed consent forms and interview introduction. Fifthly, 
iterative questioning was done through rephrasing questions to detect contradictions 
and falsehoods from participants.  Also, reviews were done at numerous stages of this 
study, by peers, study supervisor and university lecturers as well as the university’s 
research committee; in order to challenge the researcher’s assumptions, refine 
methods, suggest an alternative approach to research and strengthen arguments.  
Member checks were also done to verify data in transcripts.  Furthermore, a thick 
description of the context of the study was maintained in a reflexive journal from the 
literature review stage of this study. This journal includes the expectations of the 
researcher in comparison with the actual findings; interview times, experiences, and 
challenges; venues of both the researcher and participants during these interviews; 
notes taken during the interviews, informal interview debriefing sessions, broadcast 
news bulletins, meetings and speeches made at events. Lastly, the profile of the 
researcher provided in the earlier section of this study enhances the credibility of the 
investigator.   
 
To support transferability as advised by various authors (Bullips, 2014; Shenton, 2004 
and Guba, 1981), the phenomenon under investigation are described in detail from 
chapter one to three of this study (Shenton, 2004).  Additionally, the researcher 
provided sufficient contextual information about the interviews in this chapter, including 
the municipalities taking part in the study and their location, information about 
participants; methods, the time period and length per session of data collection 
(Shenton, 2004).  Also, a thick description which includes notes taken by the 
researcher during interviews is available in a supplement and will be shared with 
interested persons (Guba, 1981).  The detailed contextual descriptions will help the 
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comparison of this context to others in case transfer is contemplated (Bullips, 2014 
and Guba, 1981). Furthermore, sampling was purposive, ensuring that (Guba, 1981). 
 
For improved reliability, some authors (Shenton, 2004; Golafshani, 2003) the 
researcher reported the methodology of this study in detail as advised by Shenton 
(2004) to enable future researchers to repeat the work and maybe gain the same 
results.  This detailed report allows readers to assess the extent to which appropriate 
research methods were followed as well as their effectiveness.  The reflective 
appraisal of the process of inquiry undertaken for this study, which is also provided, 
will help enhance its reliability.  Taking from the arguments of some authors 
(Golafshani, 2003), the triangulation of the literature review and data collected from 
interviews was validated against each other as another means to improve the reliability 
of this study. 
 
To enhance the conformability of this qualitative study, several tactics suggested by 
various authors (Shah, 2019; Bullips, 2014; Shenton, 2004 and Guba, 1981) were 
used. Firstly, triangulation of the literature review and interviews as data sources was 
used yet again, to reduce the effects of researcher bias (Shenton, 2004).  The rationale 
for the methodology selected was explained thoroughly (Shenton, 2004) in the current 
chapter. Although the sample size was reduced because of factors beyond the control 
of the researcher, data saturation was reached by the seventh participant. Also, to 
ensure reflexivity and subsequently conformability, the responses of interviews were 
recorded in verbatim during the interview then transcribed shortly after all interviews 
were conducted (Shah, 2019).  Reviews by the project supervisor also contributed to 
limiting researcher bias and maintain objectivity (Shah, 2019).  In addition to 
enhancing credibility, the researcher experiences, beliefs and expectations contained 
in the reflexive journal helped ensure reflexivity (Bullips, 2014; Shenton, 2004 and 
Guba, 1981). The limitations of this study, which will also help enhance conformability 
(Shenton, 2004: 73), will be outlined in the next chapter.  An audit trail (Bullips, 2014) 
has been preserved in the form of audio-recordings and transcripts, and these may be 
presented to enable any observers or future researches to trace the research process. 
 
The authenticity of this study, which is the element of trustworthiness that focuses on 
the contextual purpose of the research (Bullips, 2012), is guaranteed by its 
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characteristic of providing the intended value it will add to participants.  The intended 
value of this study is to explore how community activism related to municipal service 
delivery affects selected municipalities.  The literature review, which included an 
analysis of available text on key constructs and conversations with people who have 
worked in the sector for more than one local government term, and research 
methodology guaranteed that the study answers the research questions accurately. 
 
4.6 Conclusion 
 
This methodology enabled the researcher to solicit rich information on how municipal 
reputation is affected by community activism related to municipal service delivery in 
the seven (7) selected municipalities. Data was collected through semi-structured 
interviews, audio-recorded and transcribed into Word text then analysed through a mix 
of the inductive and deductive approach of thematic analysis.  This study meets the 
criteria that must be addressed to ensure its trustworthiness and that it is academically 
sound. 
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Chapter Five: Findings and results 
 
5.1 Introduction  
 
This chapter presents the findings and results to the problem statement of this study, 
as outlined in Chapter 1.  These findings and results are based on a qualitative inquiry 
derived from the seven interviews: six semi-structured, in-depth interviews and one 
written interview. The questions in the interview guide were used as a basis for the 
generation of themes which were used to analyse the results of this study. The 
analysis of the results, done using a blend of the inductive and deductive approaches 
of Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Maguire & 
Delahunt, 2017 and Braun & Clarke in Cooper, 2012), is presented in the next section, 
and subsequently, findings are compared to critical points in the literature.  
 
5.2 Data analysis 
 
To analyse data, Braun and Clarke’s six-phase framework (Braun & Clark, 2012) was 
used.  As the first step, the researcher familiarised herself with the data from the 
transcripts and listed all the responses roughly as semantic codes. Inductively coding 
meant the researcher made no attempt to interpret the data but instead captured the 
participants’ meanings (Braun & Clarke in Cooper, 2012). Then using the deductive 
approach informed by the literature review, the researcher refined the codes with the 
research questions in mind.  As the coding proceeded, code clusters were identified 
(Braun & Clarke in Cooper, 2012) and from these, eight themes were developed, later 
reduced to the five (Creswell & Poth, 2018) most relevant, concise and informative 
(Braun & Clarke in Cooper, 2012) as tabulated on the next page. 
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Table 5.1: Data presentation 
Questions  Participants 
P1 P2 P3 P4 P5 P6 P7 
1 HAP SLO NSAT POOR, 
MND, 
DCAC 
MIX, BAD, 
FINE 
MIX, 
EXEL,  
- 
2 WM, 
CM, 
DEM, 
PM, 
PPROT, 
MEMO 
VPROT, 
CF, IPPF, 
WM, 
CDW, 
BRDS, 
AOPP, 
DOE, 
MODP, 
IDPM, 
WCM, 
FDBK, 
SMEDF, 
CM, 
MED, 
PPM 
TEL, CB, 
SMEDF, 
MED, CLLRS, 
ONLC,  
PROT, 
MED, 
LETM, 
MEMO,  
CM, 
PROT, 
IGOM 
3 UNEMP, 
HOUS, 
SD,  
LOE, H20, 
RDS, 
MAO, 
EFFS 
EINT, SLT, 
SBLGM 
HAPWP, 
MAO, EFFS 
H20, 
LOE, 
SAN, 
SLOW, 
PAINT, 
SBLGM 
EINT, 
H20INT, 
ELEC, RINTS, 
SAWRDS, 
COLL, EFFS, 
STRF 
EINT, 
H2OINT, 
COLL, 
REME 
H20, LOE, 
WMB, 
FINF,  
4 DEM, 
PM 
CM, 
MEMO, 
WM, HL, 
SB, CR 
PROT, 
MEMO 
PROT, 
VPROT, 
BRDS, 
CM, PM, 
MEMO, 
AOPP 
MODP, 
SMEDF, 
MED 
PROT, 
BRDS, 
BITFM, 
NPS,  
- 
5 SRSK PSTR, 
MINT, 
REPD 
REPRSK RSK NRSKIRSP, 
RSKMEDD, 
ATRSP 
RSK REPRSK 
6a LI PMND, 
LKT, 
SMEDREPR, 
EVIB 
LKT, 
LITY, 
MINF, 
LINV, 
PINST, 
REPRSK 
SMEDR, 
PSTR,  
BIM,   
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6b RSPC EIPOLS, 
EFHRP 
 MIM, 
NCSMED, 
MIM  APSMED, 
SOCC, RSPC, 
MIM 
MIM  
6c CRS, 
ACP, 
COMA 
ECE, 
COMA, 
FRCOM 
COM, CCE, 
INSTCOM, 
FRCOM, 
RSPC, 
UNDPI 
COMA, 
COMD, 
CCE, 
TRANS, 
ACNT, 
UNDS, 
COLL 
DBS, PCC, 
POD 
RSPM, 
RSPMED, 
ABKLGS, 
CCOMC, 
SMED, 
CM, 
COMCB  
RSPM, 
ECE 
 
Table 5.2: Data codes matrix 
QUESTION CODES DESCRIPTION 
1. Service 
delivery 
opinions of 
communities 
HAP Happy with service delivery 
SLOW Service delivery is happening at a slow pace 
NSAT Not satisfied with service delivery 
POOR Service delivery is poor 
MND The municipality is not delivering 
DCAC Municipal leadership does not care about communities 
MIX Mixed opinions, some communities are fine with service 
delivery while others feel it is bad 
EXCEL Service delivery is excellent 
2. & 4. How 
communities 
express 
service 
delivery 
opinions and 
demands 
MIM: WM, 
CM, WCM, 
PM, PPM 
Meetings initiated by the municipality ranging from Ward/ 
Community/ Ward committee to Public/ Public 
participation meetings 
DEM Demonstration 
MEMO Handing over of memorandums 
PROT, VPROT Protests, violent protests 
CF Community Forum 
IDPF / IDPM Integrated Development Planning Forum / meeting 
CDW Community development workers 
BRDS Blockading of roads 
AOP Attacking of principals of the municipality 
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QUESTION CODES DESCRIPTION 
DOE Denial of entry to buildings/facilities 
MODP Meeting with Mayor / Municipal Manager – Open door 
policy 
FDBK Providing communities with feedback 
SMEDF Social Media – Facebook 
MED Media 
TEL / HL Telephone calling the main number or the hotline of the 
municipality 
CR, CB, SB Complaints register, Complaints / Suggestion box 
CLLRS Councillors 
LETM Letter to the Mayor/municipality 
IGOM Illegal gatherings outside the municipality 
BTIFM Burnt tyres in front of the municipality 
NPS Non-payment of services 
3. Complaints 
from 
community 
UNEMP Unemployment 
HOUS Housing issues 
SD Service delivery/ Basic services 
LOE Lack of electricity/electrification of new sites 
H20 Water  
EINT, 
H2OINT, 
PAINT 
Electricity/water interruptions, Paid for yet interrupted 
services 
RDS Roads 
SLT Streetlights  
SBLGM Services beyond local government mandate 
SAN Sanitation 
WMB Wrong meter readings/bills 
FINF Faulty infrastructure/water pipes 
SLOW Municipal serviced delivered at a slow pace 
Compliments from 
community 
MAO Municipal Finance Management Audit (MFMA) outcomes 
 ELEC Electrification 
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QUESTION CODES DESCRIPTION 
 RINTS Restored interruptions 
 SAWARDS Stakeholder awards given to municipalities 
 COLL Collaborating with other stakeholders to provide services 
 EFFS Effective spending 
 HAPWP Communities are happy with the progress of municipalities 
 STRF Structural functionality 
 REME Rescue in times of emergency 
5. Does the 
expression of 
opinions and 
demands pose a 
risk for the 
municipality? 
SRSK, 
REPRSK, RSK 
Small / reputational /risk 
PSTR Public stir 
MINT Media interest 
REPD Reputational damage 
SMEDREPR Social media reputational risk 
NRSKIRSP No risk if municipality responds 
RSKMEDD Risk is dependent on medium used to express opinions and 
demands 
ATRSP Risk is dependent on the municipality’s ability to respond 
6a. How such 
expressions pose a 
reputational risk for 
the municipality 
LI Little issue 
 PMND The perception that the municipality does not deliver 
 LKT Lack of trust by communities to the municipality 
 SMEDREPR, 
SMEDR, 
REPRSK 
Social media reputation risk / social media risk / reputation 
risk 
 LITY Loss of integrity for the municipality 
 MINF Media reports influence the decisions community members 
make 
 LINV Loss of investor interest in the municipality 
 PINST Broadcasting of protests creates perceptions of instability 
 BIM Bad image for the municipality 
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QUESTION CODES DESCRIPTION 
 EVIB Reputation risk is based on evidence municipality can 
provide 
6b. What the 
municipality is doing 
to protect/enhance 
its reputation 
RSPC Municipality responds to concerns of the community  
EIPOLS Effective implementation of policies 
EFHRP Effective human resource management processes  
NCSMED The municipality has no control over social media 
CM Community meetings 
APSMED Municipality’s action plan posted on social media  
SOCC Social Capital 
 
MIM Meetings initiated by the municipality  
6c. How the 
municipality should 
mitigate reputation 
risk 
CRS Community radio station 
 ACP Appointment of communication practitioner 
 COM, COMA, 
COMD, 
COMCB 
Communicate / achievements/ delays/   
Communication capacity building  
 ECE  Effective community engagement 
 FRCOM Funding and resourcing for the communication function 
 CM Community meeting   
 CCE, CCOMC Constant community engagement / continuous 
communication with community 
 INSTACOM Instant communication 
 RSPC Respond to concerns of the community 
 UNDPI, UNDS Understand political influence on communities / society 
 TRANS Transparency 
 ACNT Accountability 
 COLL Collaborate with other stakeholders 
 DBS Deliver basic services 
 POD Pay own debts 
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QUESTION CODES DESCRIPTION 
 PCC Provide a communication channel 
 ABKLGS Address backlogs 
 SMED Social media 
 
5.3 Discussion of the themes and codes identified 
 
The codes presented above were clustered into the eight themes listed below and 
later reduced to the five that are discussed in the next sections.  
• Community perceptions of service delivery 
• Contributors to positive perceptions about service delivery 
• Contributors to negative perceptions about service delivery 
• Communication tactics from municipalities to communities 
• Communication tactics from communities to municipalities 
• Risks related to community activism 
• Areas of concern 
• Reputation building activities 
 
5.3.1 Theme 1: Public perceptions about service delivery by selected 
Northern Cape municipalities 
 
Literature (Stats SA, 2018; Gumede, 2017; Nkomo, 2017; GCIS, 2014; Nleya, 2011 
and Basson, 2011) and gathered data suggest that communities have mixed opinions 
regarding service delivery and the reputation of selected municipalities in the Northern 
Cape. Some communities are happy with service delivery while some are unhappy.  
In other municipalities, communities are satisfied with other areas of service delivery 
but tend to get disappointed by certain perceived failures. These mixed opinions were 
supported by P1, P6, . P1 indicated that communities are happy with the performance 
of councillors yet they are sometimes disappointed by “small problems – like 
unemployment”. P6 said: “…there is actually different views or opinions from the 
people in the communities” (sic). The participant also indicated that some of this 
dissatisfaction stems from services that are the responsibility of sector departments 
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instead of the municipality, “some of the streets, they are the responsibility of the 
Department of…,”. Additionally, P6 said “…there’s mixed views…some services are 
excellent, and with some of them, there is very complaints” (sic). Some municipalities 
are failing (Gumede, 2017; GCIS, 2014 and Basson, 2011) while others carry out their 
mandate successfully. Various sources (Stats SA, 2018; Denoon-Stevens, 2016) 
validate the latter through an illustration of the improvement in service delivery. 
Participants also confirmed both perceptions of service delivery.  “…the community 
are happy with the performance of councillors”, said P1 and P4 reported that “…it is in 
our community that people will believe that municipality is giving a poor service…So 
they believe that …the municipality is too slow to meet their needs”. P1 attributed these 
mixed perceptions to the public opinion that service delivery happens in different areas 
at different times; and at a slow pace in other communities. 
 
5.3.2 Theme 2: Activism enactment in response to service delivery 
failures in selected Northern Cape municipalities 
 
Participants also mentioned means of expressing demands and sources of 
dissatisfaction which pose no threat to municipalities, such as letters to and meetings 
with the Mayor or Manager, complaints submitted through complaints or suggestion 
boxes, municipal hotline numbers or direct telephone lines of specific municipal 
offices. One of the participants, P3, also mentioned the trend of communities to raise 
issues at IDP talks or monthly meetings for councillors. Furthermore, P3 and P5 are 
from municipalities whose Municipal Managers and Mayors have an “open-door 
policy” and community meetings with Mayors and Municipal Managers to report their 
issues and seek solutions to them.  This study will only consider anti-branding activities 
due to the perceived potential municipal reputation risk.  
 
The forms of activism enactment cited by participants are various, including anti-
branding through mass and social media, withholding rates, electoral party politics, 
denying access to facilities, demonstrations, marches, handing over memorandums 
and being represented by community organisations. Activists engage with social 
media too, as evinced by P5 who mentioned that communities use a sort of cyber 
“complaints box…Facebook account [of]…municipality…to express their views of 
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service delivery”. The respondent stated that these platforms have varying degrees of 
success and that from July 2014 to December 2018 there have never been protests 
in the areas serviced by the municipality or handing over of a memorandum to the 
Mayor or Municipal Manager yet “there is one or two people who…especially on 
Facebook, [try] to organise people to…group to complain or express their 
views…uh…organise something but there is no really intent from other people…to do 
so”. These community activities are mentioned by many sources as well as literature 
(Afriforum, 2018; SAHRC, 2018; Vass, 2018; Nleya, 2017; Nkomo, 2017; van den 
Broek et al., 2017; Tushi, 2015; Maserumule, 2016; Shapiro, 2012; Ayele & May, 2011 
and Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2006).  This form of activism poses a reputation risk to 
municipalities. New technologies afford new opportunities, but protesters have not 
entirely forsaken the old, as P6 says that “…they also publish with their local 
newspapers to say…their, uh…expression and anger”. 
 
Historically, violence has been coupled with protest to widely varying degrees and the 
situation under investigation is no different, having led to peaceful and violent 
protesting, as well as the destruction of state or private property. One respondent, P1, 
reported non-violent activities, speaking of “…demonstration…marches to 
municipality…peaceful marches”.  On the other hand, P2 sums up community activism 
enactment by saying of protests “...Most is violent; they are very violent…they 
burn…your public institutions…they vandalise, they burn, they destroy 
properties…then the blockage of the roads so that the learners cannot pass 
through…the closure of schools…principals’…uhm…houses being burnt”. According 
to P4, “…during public meetings…writing articles to…the newspapers…different 
political party meetings are used as a platform for raising opinions regarding 
municipalities and service delivery….The house of our previous Mayor was 
burned…out…their family house was burned.”   
 
5.3.3 Theme 3: Reputation risk posed by community activism related 
to service delivery  
 
Most participants felt that community activism posed little to no reputation risk because 
of three primary reasons.   Firstly, communities mostly express themselves in peaceful 
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ways. P4 affirms this notion by saying “seeing that marches are moving peacefully, 
there is no damage to properties…They demonstrate, they express…it’s a small…It’s 
a little bit of an issue”. Secondly, municipalities are offered an opportunity to respond 
to any demands made, and if they do so effectively, it enhances their reputation 
(because they are deemed interested and responsive) – more especially if they do this 
in an obvious way.  P5 confirmed this through the response “…if they express their 
views…in the media…we can respond to their complaints…these are not the ones 
that are a risk”. Lastly, where the demands made cannot be met by the municipality, 
because it is the responsibility of another stakeholder (such as other agencies or 
government departments), this is clarified with the community, and the responsible 
entity is identified and invited to public meetings to explain their case to concerned 
communities. In this way, community members direct complaints to the right 
stakeholder. 
 
Conversely, one participant mentioned that if some of the ways through which 
communities express their demands and dissatisfaction become a trend, even if they 
are peaceful, then there is a level of reputational risk. Other participants feel that 
community activism enactment poses a significant reputational risk for municipalities. 
According to  P5  “…some of those stuff may be a high risk for the reputation of the 
municipality…no matter what way people…or…communities express…there will 
always be a risk”(sic). Certain sources (Soule, 2018; Shandwick, 2018 and Paulikaite, 
2015) agree with participants that some of the reputational risks caused by the way in 
which community activism is manifest  listed by  participants are a perception of 
unfulfilled promises, loss of integrity for the municipality, loss of trust by communities, 
a bad image of the municipality created by adverse claims,  and finally impressions 
that the municipality’s administrative and political leadership are not doing their job 
(Wenger, 2010). The response of P4 confirmed this by saying “to an extent when the 
municipality promises the community…they will not believe…So it becomes you are 
providing the services, but people do not believe you…You do not have integrity…”. 
 
Furthermore, some authors suggested that media framing of unrest and its bias 
towards the information provided by communities heightens reputational risk (Goliath, 
2018; Pointer, 2015 and Watson & Kitchen, 2010), a sentiment that some participants 
share (P2 and P4).  “So, the way in which media sometimes, uh, takes a stance when 
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it comes to community protests…then it creates a whole lot of damage…they do not 
really take the opinion of the…affected institutions – but rather, their focus would be 
the public perception”, avers P2.  P4 says “what people read in the media about a 
certain place…it takes a lot to the decisions they make….because they hear every 
time on the newspaper…on the radios there is a protest. People don’t have water. 
There is poor service delivery”. Along with certain participants, De Villiers (2017) 
mentioned that government, tourists and investors view municipalities with a trend of 
community activism as unstable and this affects the economic decisions of 
stakeholders. 
 
Participants mentioned that if these complaints or dissatisfactions are over services 
that the municipality is not responsible for (SALGA, 2015 and Karamoko, 2011) and 
cannot respond to, sometimes this results in views that the municipality is non-
responsive.  Another participant mentioned that “there is no control over 
dissatisfactions that are expressed over social media platforms, especially Facebook”, 
(P3), and this means that there is a potential risk of damage to their ‘external’ and 
‘internal’ reputation because false information about the municipality and its 
performance is occasionally spread.  There is a ripple effect there, in that the 
experience of an individual resonates with others, and then they too become vocal 
and violent which in turn impacts on the impression that others have of the municipality 
(King, 2001).  One participant mentioned that the municipality is “often in the media 
for the wrong reasons instead of promoting good governance or achievements” (P7). 
Municipalities seem not to be mitigating these risks effectively in some instances, and 
an overview of potential mitigation tactics they use is provided next.  
  
5.3.4 Theme 4: Tactics used by selected Northern Cape 
municipalities to mitigate reputation risk  
 
Participants reported a few tactics that municipalities employ to mitigate reputation risk 
posed by service delivery related community activism. Some authors (Soule, 2018; 
The Agenda Group, 2016; Verwey & Muir, 2014 and King, 2013) counsel institutions 
to understand and resolve the concerns of stakeholders. Responding to the concerns 
of communities was key at two municipalities, where the participants (P1 and P5) 
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indicated their turnaround times for complaints resolution. P(1) articulated the clear 
timelines within which the municipality responds to and resolves community concerns. 
“As a municipality we have seven days to respond to memorandums… In ward 
meetings, and so on…. We try to deal with these issues within three  days…whoever 
marches to municipality – we respond to them within three days”, (P1).  P(4) mentioned 
that the municipality attempts to resolve concerns, but should that tactic fail, the 
political and administrative leadership of the municipality engages the affected 
communities through mass media or public meetings, on the challenges and planned 
remedial action. Added to that, LGA (2008) holds that institutions should communicate 
with their communities on plans and progress as well informed communities are likely 
to be happy with the performance of their municipalities. P (5) supports that by saying 
“I always try to organise meetings, informing communities about the developments 
and the plan of the municipality regarding the, uh, communities” to mitigate reputation 
risk because if the municipality does not communicate achievements, they will be 
judged as not performing.  P(2) mentioned a scenario where communities were 
satisfied with the service delivery of the municipality because of MFMA audit outcomes 
that the municipality communicated to them extensively. Brand (2016) and Mkhabela 
(2013) emphasise the importance of the support role and interdependence of spheres 
of government for reputation risk mitigation. P(3) alluded to this interdependence, 
highlighting that in the presence of communities, the municipality refers community 
concerns beyond its mandate to responsible government departments to resolve. P(3) 
mentioned the effective implementation of policies and human resource management 
practices as the two tactics that the municipality uses to mitigate reputation risk.  
Participants 3, 4, 5 and 6 reported community meetings as a means to mitigate 
reputation risk and P(3) further raised the concern that “…they would go and complain 
about it on Facebook…everyone can speak their own opinion…because it is their 
personal opinion we can do really nothing to address the issue”.  P(5) mentioned that 
the municipality resorts to the social capital it has acquired to mitigate reputation risk; 
“…although there are… negative…comments, or opinions from people we still have 
the positive side…in the situation… reputation risk…it is not really so bad….I can say 
about 40/60 – and more 60% of people say “No, good is happening in Nama Khoi”.   
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5.3.5 Theme 5: Potential tactics to mitigate reputation risk posed by 
community activism  
 
Several useful tactics for enhancing or protecting the reputation of municipalities have 
been raised in the current chapter and earlier in this study.  Some of the tactics 
participants mentioned are, in fact, assumptions of the stakeholder and situational 
crisis communication theories as well as the impressional approach, which together 
form the theoretical perspective of this study. This theoretical perspective is used to 
demonstrate the association between research findings and reviewed literature. 
 
In terms of stakeholder theory, participants (P 4 & 5) alluded to the need for 
municipalities to deliver services, which relates to their normative validity explained by 
Bhasin (2018) and Freeman & Dmytriyev (2017). Secondly, participants (P4,   
emphasised that municipalities must be accountable to stakeholders and report 
progress, which is precisely what Rensburg and de Beer (2011) and Bhasin (2018), 
respectively, say. Participants 1, 2, 3 and 6 add that municipalities must communicate 
plans, achievements and backlogs to the communities they serve.  Next, participants 
2, 3, 4 and 5 indicated that communities are satisfied when municipal funds are used 
efficiently and Rensburg & de Beer (2011) holds that stakeholder theory requires 
institutions to promote efficiency. “…according to…the auditor general the finances of 
the municipality…shows that…the money that was not being used towards the 
community has been reduced. So, they are happy with that” (P2). “We received this 
award from SALGA for 100% spending in…the municipal infrastructure grant …so we 
receive those compliments from community members” (P5).  “…when we go to 
communities then they will raise issues…they will even compliment [sic]. They will say, 
uh…“We have heard that money isn’t being eaten anymore” (P3).  
 
Lastly, stakeholder theory calls for active stakeholder engagement, a practice that is 
also suggested by participants (2, 3, 4, 6 & 7).  A group of authors (Soule, 2018; The 
Agenda Group, 2016; Verwey & Muir, 2014 and King, 2013) advise institutions to 
resolve the concerns of stakeholders to create and maintain impressions of good 
customer service; a point which participants (3, 6 & 7) also raised, referring specifically 
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to resolving the concerns of communities within a reasonable time, communicating 
mishaps and new plans of action towards resolution.   
 
Turning to the impressional approach,  participants (P1, 2, 3, 4 & 6) mentioned that to 
mitigate reputation risk posed by community activism, municipalities must effectively 
communicate with communities, through traditional (P1 & 6) and social media (P3 & 
6) in order to create awareness of service delivery plans, delays and achievements; a 
sentiment that some authors (Laaksonen, 2017; Balan, 2015 and Van der Merwe, 
2013) share. “… if you had more community meetings  … you hear what people are 
saying” P(6). Van der Merwe (2013) mentions that the impressional approach to 
reputation considers the concerns of a single stakeholder group and   P (6) indicated 
that addressing the water shortage issue in the area that was a significant concern to 
local farmers earned the municipality positive commentary from this group. The 
Agenda Group (2016) highlighted communicating using the right skills, and 
participants (P1, 2 & 6) emphasised this.  Localising content for each group (Liphoko, 
2017 and Bechan, 2008) and communicating openly and transparently (Hills, 2008) 
seemed crucial for P 4 who said  ‘So, always be transparent. If there is a problem, if 
there is corruption tell the public, uh, what are…what steps have been taken – is [sic] 
there people charged? Is there anything we are going to do to address the issue of 
corruption?.” and “…Transparency. We need to be honest with our people…what we 
are trying to do now…what we are always striving for…is to be honest with our people. 
We don’t come with empty promises. We tell them the reality; and we take our 
community along. During difficult times we tell them, “We are going through a difficult 
time, financially, as a municipality. We cannot deliver this, and this…”. Furthermore, 
to create the right relationship, Luoma-Aho and Canel (2016)  maintains that institutes 
should deliver on their promises and P5, cast the delivery of basic services in the same 
light.   
 
Still, considering what literature refers to as the impressional approach, van Rooyen 
(2013) states that effective stakeholder relations and engagement are crucial for 
creating positive impressions. On that note, participants (P2, 3, 4, 6 & 7) mentioned 
community engagement as crucial for mitigating reputation risk. Participants and 
various authors (Van Den Berg & Struwig, 2016; Accenture, 2014 and Verwey & Muir, 
2014) encouraged municipalities to embrace the technological shift, by moving more 
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towards instant (P1, 2, 3 & 6) two-way communication. “…Improve more [sic] on being 
able to communicate faster through social media…” (P3).  However, the concern here 
from P(3) and Verwey & Muir (2014) was that institutions do not have control over the 
content of social media thus anti-branding on the platform remains a reputational risk.  
With all those tactics employed, crises that would pose a reputational risk for 
municipalities could still arise and situational crisis communication theory  provides 
tactics for mitigation. 
 
Linked to the last theory used in this study, the situational crisis communication theory,  
participants said that community engagement (P2, P3, P4, P6 & P7) and resolving 
crises (P1, P3, P5 & P6) are vital to mitigate the reputational damage that could be 
caused by community activism, reiterating the sentiments of van Rensburg et al. 
(2017) and Coombs (2007).  P5 and P6 shared scenarios of how satisfied communities 
were after the water and electricity crises were resolved. Also,  participants (1, 2, 3 & 
4) emphasised that the achievements of municipalities should be communicated and 
communities must be reminded of the good deeds of municipalities (“…we should 
always…remind the people of our achievements…”, (P4)), a concept which 
Holdsworth (2014) refers to as bolstering.  Participant (2) adds that this communication 
should be some “…in-your-face…” type of communication. These, and other tactics to 
mitigate reputation risk posed by community activism adopted from literature are 
discussed in the next chapter.   
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5.4 Conclusion 
 
The findings of this study were coded and analysed into five themes focusing on the 
following aspects of selected Northern Cape municipalities; public perceptions about 
services delivery, activism enactment in response to service delivery failures, 
reputation risk posed by service delivery related community activism, used mitigation 
tactics and potential ones. The findings discussed under these themes coincide with 
what the literature review revealed.   Generally, the perceptions of some communities 
are positive, while others are quite negative.  Notably, negative perceptions are not all 
caused by lack of municipal service delivery; but rather inadequate communication 
and confusion regarding the roles of the different levels of government. From the 
findings and with reference to existing literature, it is quite evident that dissatisfied 
communities communicate their sentiments regarding municipalities and government 
through anti-branding community activism. The enactment of this activism then poses 
a risk for municipalities, primarily when this negativity around service delivery is not 
addressed timeously, or reputation risk is not mitigated.  This study has revealed that 
municipalities need to upscale their efforts towards mitigating reputation risk caused 
by service delivery related activism. Effective mitigation would be guided by content 
from literature as discussed in Chapter 3 of this study, section 5.4 of this chapter and 
the recommendations outlined in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Six: Conclusions and 
recommendations 
 
6.1 Introduction 
 
This study, through its literature review and findings, confirmed its assumption that 
community activism affects the reputation of municipalities.  It also explained how 
municipal reputation is affected by community activism related to service delivery in 
selected municipalities. Explicitly, the study explained how community activism is 
enacted to respond to failures in municipal service delivery and how activist 
communities affected by service delivery issues pose municipal reputation risk.  Lastly, 
the study also uncovered tactics that municipalities can use to mitigate the reputational 
risk posed by activist communities that are affected by service delivery issues.   
 
The next section explains the conclusions and recommendations as well as highlights 
interesting outcomes of this study based on the findings discussed in Chapter 5. The 
limitations of the current study as well as recommendations for future research and 
practice will be discussed towards the end of this chapter. 
 
6.2 Research Findings as they Relate to the Research Aim 
and Objectives 
 
6.2.1 Enactment of service delivery related community activism in 
selected Northern Cape municipalities  
 
This study has revealed that some communities in selected municipalities in the 
Northern Cape Province are dissatisfied with service delivery and express this opinion 
through community activism, which is enacted in numerous ways, ranging from 
peaceful to extremely violent actions. Typical means of community activism enactment 
in selected Northern Cape municipalities which were also cited by a plethora of 
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sources (Verwey, 2017; Maserumule, 2016; Paulikaite, 2015:1-9; Twala, 2014; 
Pepley, 2013; Hollenbeck & Zinkhan, 2010)  include complaints submitted through 
suggestion or complaints boxes, telephone calls, letters, anti-branding through mass 
and social media, rates withholding, electoral party politics, denying people access to 
public facilities, demonstrations, peaceful marches, handing over memorandums, 
representation by community organisations, peaceful and violent protesting, and 
destruction of private and/or state property.  Another form of activism which the study 
revealed involves activists initiating and conducting private meetings with leaders of 
municipalities to raise their concerns.   
 
There are certain discrepancies between what has been recorded as enactments of 
activism and the findings of this study. For example, the list of Northern Cape 
municipalities that have experienced rates boycotting provided by Ayele and May 
(2011) excludes Tsantsabane and !Kai Garib local municipalities.  This study revealed 
that at both municipalities, communities opt not to pay rates as they find service 
delivery inadequate. Additionally, literature states that visual activism (through 
pictures, graphics and graffiti) as a means of anti-branding is seen in the Cape Town 
area (Wild, 2014) but it has not been reported as a means of community activism in 
selected Northern Cape municipalities.  Makatong (2018) mentioned that a particular 
community group at one of the selected municipalities took over municipal services, 
but this study did not confirm that. 
 
6.2.2 Reputation risk posed by activist communities affected by 
service delivery issues 
 
The level of risk posed by the peaceful community activism activities and the violent 
ones differs in the sense that, the former type of protest allows the municipality to 
respond to concerns before much damage is done.  With the latter, the municipalities 
are compelled to respond to damage to property and the fear of subsequent 
reputational damage.  However, once peaceful community activism becomes a trend; 
it tends to have the same impact on reputation as antibranding.   
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Literature (De Villiers, 2017; ) highlights that  stakeholder activism generally creates 
perceptions of unfulfilled promises, loss of integrity for the municipality, loss of trust by 
communities and other stakeholders (De Villiers, 2017) and a poor image resulting 
from repeated adverse claims, coupled with impressions that the leadership of 
municipalities is not playing its role effectively.   
 
Furthermore, Pointer (2015) says that the level of reputation risk is intensified by media 
bias and framing of unrest which often creates perceptions of ungovernable 
municipalities. This study confirms this assertion. Adverse claims stated in both 
traditional and social media reinforce perceptions of poor performance and 
subsequently damage reputations.  The reputation risk becomes even worse if 
communities make these claims on social media platforms due to the power of 
influence these media have. Paulikaite (2015) and King (2001) agree that the shared 
stakeholder experiences harm brand reputation.  Participants of this study add that the 
experiences and comments of individuals tend to arouse others to state their own 
claims, whether valid or merely in support of social media influencers or anti-branding 
leaders, causing public stir which could damage the reputation of municipalities. Also, 
municipalities earn a reputation of failing to perform and being corrupt, unreliable and 
untrustworthy. 
 
A crisis could also damage the reputation of municipalities (Frandsen et al.,2016 and 
Coombs, 2015), especially if communities attribute the responsibility of events to the 
municipality to a large extent, and the current crisis is not managed, or previous ones 
were dealt with poorly. Clearly, if any of these risks are not mitigated, the reputation of 
municipalities will be tarnished.  Participants supported this notion by citing repeated 
electricity and water supply interruptions as examples of crises that their municipalities 
mitigated, before they damaged the reputation of the municipality. 
 
6.2.3 Mitigation approach to reputation risk posed by community 
activism related to service delivery  
 
Notably, selected municipalities in the Northern Cape employ a range of tactics to 
mitigate reputation risk but more still needs to be done. Literature and participants of 
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this study agreed that municipalities should mitigate reputation risk caused by service 
delivery related community activism through: 
 
• Delivering services 
Literature (Bhasin, 2018, Freeman & Dmytriyev, 2017 and Rensburg & de Beer, 2011) 
states that municipalities must uphold their reason for existence by delivering essential 
services efficiently and effectively.  They must also be accountable to the communities 
they serve by reporting progress made and challenges experienced with service 
delivery.  Participants raised the issues of service delivery, accountability and 
efficiency consistently and vociferously throughout the study, including examples of 
the positive community perceptions they perpetuate. 
 
• Communicating effectively 
Secondly, literature (Liphoko, 2017; Luoma-Aho & Canel, 2016; The Agenda Group, 
2016 and Hills 2008) and this study complement each other on several aspects around 
communication between municipalities and communities. They both suggest that 
municipalities must communicate service delivery plans, achievements and backlogs 
to communities openly and honestly, even in times of crises. Municipalities should 
publish good news stories to continuously remind communities of the good deeds of 
the municipality and to mitigate against the spread of negative information about the 
municipality.  Communication for both these reasons should be proactive; its content 
should be localised, communicated through the channels which communities prefer 
and be two-way with an effective feedback system.  It should also be acknowledged 
as a strategic function within the municipality that must be adequately resourced and 
managed by appointees with the required skills. 
 
• Engaging stakeholders 
Thirdly, literature (SAnews.gov.za, 2018; Hills, 2008 and van Rooyen, 2003) and this 
study emphasise that municipalities must continuously engage stakeholders and 
collaborate with communities to understand their concerns and tailor acceptable 
solutions to address their needs. Community engagement at the municipal level can 
be done through ward committee meetings, public participation events initiated and 
managed by the municipality, the municipality participating on community platforms, 
digital platforms and traditional suggestion boxes. In this process, both literature 
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(Luoma-Aho & Canel, 2016 and Maserumule, 2009) and this study suggest that 
municipalities must only promise what is feasible and keep their promise.  Once again, 
literature supports this study in that throughout this process; communities must be 
informed of the progress and challenges of the course of action taken to address the 
needs of communities.  Added to that, the diversity of these needs and the ability and 
resources of the municipality should be considered when tailoring solutions.  Also, 
municipalities must guard against false promises made for political points scoring as 
this is sometimes the source of service delivery promises that are beyond what the 
municipality can deliver. 
 
• Adapting to digitalisation 
Fourthly, literature (Van Den Berg & Struwig, 2016; Verwey & Muir, 2014) advises 
institutions to adapt to digitalisation and use social media to engage in an interactive 
dialogue with communities because this is how most of the community members of 
today interact and expect to be engaged.  Furthermore, municipalities must strive to 
satisfy communities so that they initiate and string positive conversations about the 
municipality during their engagements. The participants of this study also suggested 
the same points for municipalities. 
 
• Monitoring social and mass media 
Fifthly, as cited by literature (Klososky, 2017, Verwey & Muir, 2014 and McClure, 2013) 
municipalities must invest in media monitoring by appointing in-house specialists and 
outsourcing external teams to monitor online stakeholder conversations. This 
monitoring activity should include community discussions on various platforms, as well 
as mass media reports. As some of the municipalities in this study are already doing; 
negative opinions on any of these platforms should be responded to timeously and 
factually and any crisis resolved.   
 
• Resolving crisis 
Additionally, municipalities must resolve the crises that arise within the communities 
they serve timeously and effectively using one or more of the available crisis resolution 
tactics.  Firstly, municipalities should foster good intergovernmental relations in order 
to assist the process of referring communities to relevant stakeholders within the 
service delivery value chain as often as needed (Brand, 2016; Pepley, 2013; 
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Mkhabela, 2013 and Thornhill, 2011).  Secondly, as some municipalities already do 
and Brent (2009) suggests; other municipalities must also have feasible crisis plans in 
place to help minimise crises within the communities they serve.  Thirdly, depending 
on the perceived level of culpability for a crisis and the institution held responsible, 
municipalities must resolve crises through the primary crisis communication strategies 
of denial, justification and rebuilding, then lend support through bolstering as a 
secondary strategy (Coombs, 2007).  Lastly, municipal leadership should not shy away 
from addressing communities during crises.  Participants of this study emphasised the 
issue of sound community referrals, having crisis plans in place, bolstering and 
addressing communities as crucial aspects of mitigating reputation risk. 
 
• Investing in corporate social responsibility and ethics 
Trusted municipalities are not so likely to go through reputation risk, and if they do at 
all, they can draw from the social capital they have acquired and mitigate risk. 
Municipalities must build trust and social capital through service delivery, investing in 
social responsibility and maintaining ethical practices.  They must deliver services, be 
transparent about them and communicate all service delivery issues.  All corporate 
social responsibility activities of municipalities should be relevant to and aimed at 
addressing the needs of communities and communicated to both beneficiaries and 
other stakeholders or else they could go unacknowledged.  The municipality should 
have a code of ethics governing the core business of the municipality, which is aligned 
to the values of the community and that the leadership and administrators of the 
municipality abide by. Non-compliance to this code should lead to consequence 
management.  Also, the unethical behaviour of leadership and employees should be 
reported to communities to inhibit the sharing of non-factual information.  Participants 
reiterated the issues of building social capital, delivering services, transparency and 
constant communication just as suggested by literature. 
 
• Dealing with the internal reputation 
To maintain a good internal reputation, municipalities should instil an organisational 
culture that supports the vision and values of the municipality, which in turn must be 
linked to service delivery.  They should have effective performance management 
systems that enhance the achievement of the municipality’s strategic goals that drive 
service delivery. Poor performance should be addressed adequately.  With mayors 
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and staff members being the custodians of a good internal reputation, they should 
understand their role in service delivery and provide community members and 
stakeholders with good experiences.  Participants did not provide any information on 
this tactic. 
 
6.3 How municipal reputation is affected by community 
activism related to municipal service delivery 
 
Literature and this study have shown that communities express their dissatisfaction 
with municipal service delivery through either violent and/or non-violent activism 
enactment.  Although the impact on reputation of the latter is worse than the former, 
both means of activism enactment affect the reputation of municipalities.  Community 
activism, whether violent or not, involves the sharing of negative experiences by 
community members.  It is the dissemination of these negative expressions that 
ultimately creates bad impressions about municipalities.  The impressional approach 
to reputation defines reputation as the total impressions of stakeholders about an 
institution. Media interest, hype and bias for community activism usually causes a 
public stir and further dissemination of negative opinions about municipalities, both 
locally and across borders. This creates a bad reputation for municipalities, making 
them less attractive to potential investors and tourists.  Furthermore, community 
activism portrays municipal leaders as untrustworthy, poor performers and failures in 
their roles.  This reputational risk, or prevailing bad reputation, then calls for mitigation 
using tactics suggested by both literature and the results of this study.  It is important 
to note that the dissatisfaction of communities could stem from a genuine lack of 
service delivery or merely the poor communication of service delivery plans, 
challenges and progress, yet they can equally trigger community activism and damage 
reputation. 
 
6.4 Limitations of the study 
 
Participants were reluctant to participate for two reasons. Firstly, there was reluctance 
because of the time-consuming nature of face-to-face interviews. Secondly, the 
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sensitivity of the topic made participants uneasy about their anonymity, since some of 
the questions probed information that could be deemed sensitive. 
 
6.5 Recommendations for future research 
 
Future research could consider using the reputational approach to mitigate reputation-
risk related to community activism.  This approach to reputation focuses on the 
opinions of multiple stakeholders, perceptions, identity and image, and thus, it could 
reveal more mitigation tactics.  This research could be repeated as a qualitative study, 
using questionnaires as research instruments and with the participants as community 
members within selected municipalities.  That would address the limitations of 
participants’ willingness and time consumed by interviews. Also, the effectiveness of 
the mitigation tactics suggested by this study could be tested in the future. 
 
6.6     Conclusion 
 
Municipalities are continuously criticised by communities for poor service delivery and 
this dissatisfaction is expressed through various forms of community activism. This 
study assumed that the enactment of community activism creates a reputation risk for 
municipalities and aimed to explore how municipal reputation is affected by community 
activism related to municipal service delivery in selected Northern Cape municipalities. 
The study has indeed confirmed this assumption by uncovering the ways of community 
activism enactment, the reputation risk posed by community activism and mitigation 
tactics addressing this risk.  The assumption was confirmed, and the aim satisfied 
through an extensive literature review and a research methodology which included a 
qualitative research design within the interpretive research paradigm, using semi-
structured interviews with seven representatives from seven Northern Cape 
municipalities with collective executive councils which were selected using purposive 
sampling. Added to data collected from interviews, transcribed and analysed through 
Braun and Clarke’s six phase framework and the literature review, stakeholder and 
situational crisis communication theories as well as the impressional approach to 
reputation were used to explore how community activism affects the reputation of 
selected municipalities.  This study has also confirmed that this risk can be mitigated 
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to protect or build the reputation of these municipalities using an array of tactics.  
However, it is highly recommended that the effectiveness of these tactics be tested by 
future researchers before they are implemented in municipalities, paying careful 
attention to the limitations of this study.    
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW INFORMATION PACK 
Information Sheet /Letter 
I am conducting research as part of the Master’s degree in Strategic Communication 
that I have registered for with the University of Johannesburg. The purpose of this 
research is to explore how municipal reputation is affected by community activism 
related to municipal service delivery in selected municipalities and then make 
recommendations on how the possible reputation risk can be mitigated. 
Please note that findings of this study may be shared with other parties, and possibly 
published at a later stage. However; your original responses will be kept confidential 
and the identity of all participants will be kept anonymous. Information will be securely 
stored outside the workplaces of both the researcher and the research participants. 
Permission is obtained from SALGA in the Northern Cape, as the representative of 
municipalities in the province to conduct this study.  
Your responses will be used to answer the concepts being investigated as part of 
academic research and could be useful in improving the reputation of collective 
executive municipalities in the Northern Cape.   
Informed Consent Form 
Although your participation is needed, please note that it is voluntary and you are 
requested to sign this consent form to indicate that you are informed of the purpose of 
this study by the researcher (undersigned) and to confirm your free will to participate 
in this interview.   
Researcher: Thotoane Shale 
Signature: Date: 27 August 2018 
I (Name of Research participant in print) am informed of the purpose of this study and 
therefore participate willingly. 
Signature: __________________  Date: __________________ 
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Interview guide 
Date: ______________________ Participant: ________________________ 
Time: _______________________   Municipality: ________________________   
Designation: ___________________           Years of service: ____________________ 
Venue: 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Introduction: 
Municipalities have a constitutional mandate to deliver services of a good quality, in a 
sustainable manner to communities.  In relation to carrying out this mandate 
successfully, government reports indicate good service delivery in some municipality 
and challenges in others.  In the Northern Cape and South Africa at large; some 
communities are disappointed and disgruntled that municipalities are failing on their 
mandate.  On the contrary, others remain appreciative and optimistic that local 
government has delivered and will continue to deliver quality services. These varying 
perceptions about service delivery and the expression thereof could have an impact 
on the reputation of municipalities and that is what this study is investigating; amongst 
others, through a series of interviews with relevant officials of municipalities.  
Rich and credible information is critical to reach the correct conclusions and you are 
thus required to provide detailed and honest responses for every question. As 
indicated in the consent form, your responses will be used for research purposes only 
and otherwise kept confidential.  Your identity will also be kept anonymous. 
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Interview questions: 
Question 1: From your experience, what are the opinions or views of communities 
regarding the services delivered by your municipality? 
Question 2: Please describe how the communities your municipality serves express 
their opinions of service delivery. 
Question 3: Please explain some of the service delivery complaints or compliments 
that communities have raised about your municipality. 
Question 4: Please explain the ways which communities demand services from the 
municipality. 
Question 5: In your opinion, do the ways which communities express their service 
delivery demands, complaints or dissatisfaction poses a reputation risk for your 
municipality? Why or why not? 
Question 6: If you answered yes to Question 5 above, please explain: 
a) How do the ways communities express their opinions and demands pose a
reputation risk for your municipality?
b) What is your municipality doing to protect or enhance their reputation?
c) How do you think the municipality should mitigate this reputation risk?
Additional comments: 
FACULTY OF HUMANTIES  
RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 
02 October 2018 
ETHICAL CLEARANCE NUMBER REC-01-00122-2018 
REVIEW OUTCOME Approved 
APPLICANT Shale T 
TITLE OF RESEARCH PROJECT Organisational Reputation in the Wake of Service 
Delivery Related Stakeholder Activism: A local 
Government Perspective 
DEPARTMENT Strategic Communication 
SUPERVISOR/S Dr C Meintjies 
Dear Shale T; 
The Faculty of Humanities Research Ethics Committee has scrutinised your research proposal and 
confirm that it complies with the approved ethical standards of the Faculty of Humanities; University 
of Johannesburg. 
Ethical concerns have largely been addressed.  It should however be considered that, there is likely to 
be a strong respondent bias from the fact that only one side of the activism will be interviewed see 
‘Respondents of the actual interviews will be the officials or councillors responsible for 
communication, image building and reputation management in municipalities’.  
Citizens who engage in the activism are more likely to shed light on the reputation of the LG offices. 
Other oversight institutions and orgs to could add value. 
Recommendations: 
- Study Population - Rather limited for the issue under scrutiny, can benefit from expansion.
Yours sincerely, 
Prof Grace Khunou  
Chair: Faculty of Humanities REC 
Tel: 011 559 3346  
Email: gracek@uj.ac.za 
Patrick Healy 
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